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They Came and Ate Us
Armageddon 3: The Renake
Robert Rankin

1. Thus the heavens and the earth were finished and all the host of them
2. And on the seventh day God ended his work and rested fromall of the work which he had nade.

3. And on the eighth day God gazed upon Elvis and said unto him 'You had better have a really
good reason for showi ng up here!’

4. And Elvis answered, 'No sweat, sir.
The Suburban Book of the Dead

You make few friends travelling north on a south-bound freeway.
Lazl o Wbodbi ne

Along the crest of the hill a line of trees broke wind. And beneath themin the valley, para-dise
was | ooking just so. Well-tended gardens cloistered quaint dwellings of a rustic nature. Pine-
scented snoke drifted gently from chi nmmeys. Children played anongst the flowering scullion and
scandaroons nestled in the dovecots. It was the 27 July 2061. It was the Garden of Eden. And it
was a bad day for Rex Mindi

Rex had dodged the bread rolls. Side-stepped the crockery and ducked beneath the sal ad bow . But
it was the wok that really did for him

Had it been one of those al unm ni um weddi ng-present jobs you store dead insects in, he night have
survi ved.

But this lad was in a class of its own. A real hand-beaten bronzer with a formdable fighting
weight. It was no contest. Rex went down for the count.

He passed backwards through the open kitchen door-way and out into the pleasant sumery sunlight.
And here he cane to rest in the sprout bed. Little transparent birds twittered in a circle around
hi s head. The incidental mnusic went WAB- WAAAAAH

The furry face of a snmall terrier appeared through a hole in the hedge, an ear cocked to the
sounds of breaking china and tunbling whatnots which issued fromthe fanm |y hone. Wen at | ast

t hese had ceased, the owner of the face, Fido, crept fromhis refuge and peered down at his fallen
nast er .

"Hardly a fitting entrance for the hero,' was his con-sidered opinion. Rex had no comment to make
at this tine.

Fi do viewed himalong the horizontal plane. Even in this undignified repose Rex was a handsone
fellow Tall, well muscled and still bearing the same uncanny resem bl ance to the young Harrison
Ford he had since book one. Pity about the wok-hurling wife, though

"It's my duty to care for this man in his time of need,' said Fido. 'And having no bucket of water
to paw, | regret |I must add insult to injury." He lifted his rear offside |l eg and took carefu
aim

"Don't even think about it," Rex whispered through gritted teeth. '"If you want to help, then
whi nper a bit and | ook concerned.’

"CGotcha, man. Play for synpathy, eh? Shrewd thinking oooooooh— The contents of the slop pail,
issuing even as it did fromthe upstairs wi ndow, caught them both with unerring accuracy.

Fido took to his heels. Rex clanbered to his feet.
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"Now just you see here,' he began

The spade mi ssed hi mby inches.

'"Dig it deep and dig it now,' were his wife's fina

10

demands. The w ndow sl ammed shut and Rex was |eft very much al one.

He gazed around at his wonderful garden. The toil of his hands and the sweat of his brow had
brought all this into being. He had planted every plum and pul se, pepper and pinento, ponegranate
and passion fruit. He had panpered each pear and peach and ponel o, particularly the pineappl es,
papayas, parsnips and potatoes. He'd even been patient with the peas. It was a thene garden

Al though for the life of himhe couldn't remenber what the thene actually was. Nor why he'd

pl anted the sprouts.

And the house itself. He'd designed that fromthe ground up. Hi gh gabled, daub and wattle. A
veritable tour de force in Arts and Crafts revivalism Al for her. Christeen, his wfe.
Christeen, twin sister of Jesus.

But was it enough? Not a bit of it.
Was she contented? Not one smidgen
Gateful? As if.

Beautiful garden, lovely setting, fabulous house. And what did she want? An indoor toilet! One
trivial oversight on his part, and all this fuss. Perhaps if he'd stayed around to supervise the
actual construction of the house, rather than carousing with his chuns at the |ocal grog shop, he
m ght have noticed the omi ssion. Perhaps if he had not enpl oyed the services of Bl oodaxe and Deat h-
bl ade, Builders to the Aristocracy. Perhaps, perhaps. But there it was.

Rex consi dered the ranmshackl ed outside dunny he had thrown together. It niffed a bit, but was
surely adequate to their daily needs. There was just no pleasing sone people. Wnen were strange
and exotic creatures and no man, even one as obviously thoughtful and sensitive as Rex, could be
expected to understand themfully. The lady wanted an indoor flush toilet plunbed to an outside
septic tank systemand that was that. She woul d brook no conproni se and there would be no peace in
t he

11

marital home until the pit was dug and the tank was in. That was the specific order of the day, as
it had been for nore days than Rex cared to renenber. There was nothing for it. The deed would
have to be done.

Rex fingered his big red ear, plucked up the spade and nade a very bad face indeed.

Now, as with nost things, there is a fine art to the successful laying in of a septic tank. And
its correct location plays a very large part in the thing. It nmust be placed just so. Too near to
the house and it can becone a serious hazard to the nostrils in the hot weather. Too far and the
pi pes may freeze in the cold. The conposition of the soil is of suprene inportance, as is that the
site chosen is at a lower level than the toilet. Then of course there are the planetary aspects to
be taken into con-sideration, the local |ley systemand a careful check to nake sure you're not
digging up a fairy's house. You can never be too careful. The correct |ocation is everything.

"That will do nicely,' said Rex, spying out the nearest area of unfilled land. 'ldeal.' He stal ked
over, dragging his spade behind him and peered down at old nother earth. O d nother earth stared
back in a hard, un-conpronmising sort of fashion. She said, 'Just you try it.'

"I"'mnot really a spade nman,' Rex told the sod. 'Mdre a trowel and dibber fellow nme. | generally
| eave the actual digging side of things to that nice little man with the Wl lington boots and
wheel barrow who cones in twice a week. In fact, now that | come to think about it, |I generally
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| eave all the trowel and dibbering to himalso. In fact,' Rex stroked his manly chin, 'I hardly
ever cone out in this garden at all. | hate gardening.

"You see,' he continued, 'l'mnore your man of action. My forte is for heroic deeds. The savi ng of
civilizations. Putting nmy life on the line in the cause of truth, justice and sone way or another
I"'mthe stuff of legend. I'"mnot a digger of poo pits.' Rex took the offensive spade in both

12

hands and prepared to fling it. The bedroom w ndow shot up and the slop pail whistled past his
unr eddened ear. The hero | owered his head and began to dig.

And he dug. He dug and he dug. He got all sweaty in a macho | ager commercial sort of a way. But he
didn't nake a lot of progress. Digging holes is a funny old kind of a business. You either have
the way of it or you don't. A friend of m ne who once ran the London marat hon had the way of it;
he had served an apprenticeship as a grave digger and he could dig a hole two feet w de, six feet

I ong and six feet deep with a precision nothing |ess than awesone to behold. M nd you, he did
enpl oy the services of a mechanical digger, something which Rex didn't have i mediately to hand.
And the fellow |I'mtal king about got a stitch and never actually conpleted the London narathon. |
expect there's a noral in there if you care to look for it.

Rex didn't care to | ook. He was thinking about lunch. He was thinking that 'well begun is best
begun and best begun is nearly finished' , and he was thinking that now woul d probably be as good a
tinme as any to down tools and repair to the drinking house. He'd just |evel out the bottom and
then slip away. No need to nmention it to Christeen

Clunk! went Rex's spade as it nade contact with a very hard somet hing. Rex up-ended his inplenent
and eyed the blunted blade. 'There,' he said, 'that settles the matter.' It would be folly to
continue work with a blunt tool. You couldn't expect a craftsman such as hinself to make a decent
job of the thing with a blunt tool. Unthinkable.

Rex put the useless article aside and stooped to root out the blessed blunter by hand. He probed
about with his fingers and found sonething smooth and cool. "Hmm ' Rex dug his fingers about it
and strained to pull it up. It remmined firmand Rex checked his spine for severe injury. Hs

di ggi ng days were over, he told

13

hi nsel f. Rex kicked petulantly at the object. Now he hopped about on the other foot wondering just
why he had.

Rex picked up the spade, raised it above his head and prepared to adm nister the killing bl ow.

And then he stopped. He was gazi ng down at some-thing rather unusual. The object was a head. A
mar bl e head. There was no nistake about it. He could make out the hairline and a bit of a noble
brow. A marbl e head. How about that then?

Rex stooped and he scooped. He dug and he delved. He trenched and he tunnelled. He burrowed and
bored. He scraped and he scrabbl ed and scratched. And when he was done he sat down on his bum and
marvel l ed greatly, saying such things as 'blow ne down' and '"well, | never did'.

For there at his feet lay a full-sized marble statue, which even in its nucky state was dearly a
thing of no snmall wonder.

It was the statue of a young man, clad in a w de-shoul dered suit, |egs akinbo. He was frozen in
md strumupon a carven guitar. He had a serious quiff and killer sideburns.

"Elvis,' said Rex Mundi. "Elvis, it's you.'

"It certainly | ooks like him' said Fido, who had been observing the feverish activity. "Curly lip
and everything. Nice big hole, by the way.'

"Gve ne a hand then, we'll |ift it out.
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The dog gave Rex what is called 'the old fashioned | ook'.
"Well, fetch a rope or sonmething. I'Il rig up a block and tackle.'
"To hear is to obey, oh master.'
Rex spat on to his palns and rubbed themtogether. 'Soon have you out,' he said.
14

It was somewhat late in the afternoon when the statue of Elvis canme to stand upright. And the
garden that it now stared down upon was no | onger the pretty and picturesque thing it had earlier
been. This was now a garden littered with broken tinbers, snapped ropes and fractured pulleys. A
garden tainted by words of pro-fanity.

The owner of the garden sat exhausted, his feet dangling in the hole of his own making. 'There,'
said he, when finally he could find breath. 'A piece of cake.

Fi do cocked his head on one side and gazed up at the statue.

"It's a killer,' he said. The lad hinself.'

"Certainly is,'" Rex gasped.

"Cosmic, man. Dead cosmi c.

"And to find it right here in ny own back yard.'

"Like | said, cosmc.'

"l wonder how it came to be here.' Rex clinbed to his feet and perused his find.
"Probably went under in the Nuclear Hol ocaust Event. Hey, man, do you know what this neans?'
' VWhat ?'

It neans that you probably built your house on the very spot where G acel and once stood.'
"No kidding? Rex was well inpressed. 'Sone co-incidence, eh?

Hm ' Fido didn't have much truck w th coi nci dence. 'Perhaps.

It's a beautiful thing, though. N ce centrepiece for the garden.'

Shane you took a piece off his nose with your spade.’

' They never put noses on,' said Rex know edgeably. 'The Greeks and the Romans and what not al ways
made the statues w thout noses. It was a tradition or an old charter or sonething.'

"Doesn't ook Greek to ne, it's of the Italian school, though.
15

"Go fetch a stick or sonething.'

"Mnd if | take a leak first? Al this excitenent.
"Not in ny hole you don't.

"OK man.' Fido lifted his |l eg and sprayed the statue.
"Get out of here, Fido.'

"Sorry, man.

"No, wait, |ook. You've uncovered sone letters. Do it again.' Fido did it again. 'Wat does it
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say?' Rex asked
"It's a nane and a date. M chel angel o Buonarroti. 1504.'
' 15047

"That's what it says. Mchel angelo. Man, that guy was famous. He was the nunber one.
M chel angel o.

"The nane rings a bell.' Rex scratched at his head. 'Yes, of course. He was a Teenage Mutant Ninja
Turtle, wasn't he?

Fi do | ooked up at his nmaster. Rex | ooked down at his dog.
"Sorry,' said Rex. "It just slipped out.'

"Junp in the hole, nan.'

Do what ?'

"Junmp in the hole. Quickly."'

"I will not.'

"Then, sorry man.' Fido leapt up at Rex, striking himin the chest and knocking himfromhis feet.
One nan and his dog vani shed into the hole.

And not a npbnment too soon

There was a sudden roaring of engine and squealing of brakes, and sonething |arge and netallic
smashed through the hedge with explosive force. It ploughed up the plantain, denolished the
dovecot, scattered the scan-deroons and cane to the traditional shuddering halt on the very spot
where Rex had just been standing.

"What the— Rex struggled in the pit.

"Keep it down, man. Let go of ny ear.

"I'1l do for you, Fido.'

"l saved your life, man. My ear, let go.' Rex released the pooch's nmangy tab

16

"How did you know it was coming? | didn't hear anything.'

"I"'mthe seventh pup of a seventh pup. Keep your voice down, | snell big trouble.’

Rex peeped over the rimof the pit. Above himlooned a big shiny chrom um bunper and a licence
pl ate. The licence plate read DEE 1.

"It's Sinon Dee,' Rex whispered. 'Returned at |ast to do another series. | always knew he would.'
‘I don't think so, man.'

Rex heard an electric wi ndow swish down, then the oiled click as the driver's door opened. He
glinpsed a pair of polished brogues, a flash of patterned sock and a tweedy turn-up or two.

" Anyone at hone?' Rex didn't recognize the accent. 'Hell oooee.

I don't like this, Rex thought. As he watched, the passenger door opened and simlarly attired
| ower ex-trenmities |owered.

"Corn off, do you think? said a second voi ce.
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"Puffed if | know. You set the co-ordinates correctly, didn't you?
"Of course | did.'
" Then he's bound to be here.'’

Rex edged along his hole. He could see the driver's back. A Harbour jacket and a tweed cap. Rex
gasped. 'Devianti!' This man wore the costune of the canni bal bands which had once prow ed the
ruined streets of the post-NHE world. But they had gone forever, surely? Ranbo Bl oodaxe and
Deat hbl ade Eric were the last of their line, and they were now reforned characters, if somewhat
doubt ful buil ders.

Rex sought a weapon. Hi s spade | ay beyond reach.

"Fido," whispered Rex. Tido!' Fido was doing his best to dig hinself in. 'See themoff, boy.'
"Get real, man.'

"You will too see themoff.' Rex grabbed up the

17

cowardly cur and hefted himout of the hole.

"And what have we here?' The driver turned.

Fido did his "wolf call'. It wasn't a sound to inspire nuch in the way of terror

'"See themoff, Fido.'

‘'No, please.' The driver caught sight of Rex. 'Please sir, we wish you no harm Call off this
f ear sone beast.'

' Fear sone beast, eh?' Fido managed an unconvincing snarl. Rex struggled out of his hole with as
much dignity as he could muster. 'Have a care for your throat,' he advised.

"Ch | shall, | shall. My sincere apologies to you. W seemto have di pped your hedge.

Rex gazed bitterly at the large and ragged hole. Christeen wasn't going to like that. He gave the
driver a careful once-over. A weaselly-looking blighter with a pointy nose, closely-set eyes and a
mean little mouth. These di shonest features were currently fixed into an expression of inpeccable
honesty. Rex glanced at the car. Long, green and expensive | ooking.

"A Volvo.' Fido woofed appreciatively. 'XL 5. Fuel injection. Top of the range.'

"You certainly know your cars, young pup.' The driver stooped to pat pooch. Fido bared his fangs.
Rex came forward to take a closer look at the car. A look of alarm appeared on the driver's face
It had nothing to do with Fido' s dental work.

"l shouldn't touch the bonnet, sir. A bit hot, wouldn't want you to hurt your hand.'
"Get off ny land,' said Rex.

"Of course, of course. No wish to make offence. W will naturally reinburse you for any damage
done.’

"Naturally.' The driver's conpani on appeared from behind the car. He was somewhat stouter than his
col | eague. Rex gauged accurately that of the two he was the nore dangerous. 'W haven't introduced
our sel ves

18
have we? | amEd Kelley and this is M Johnny Dee. And you are, sir?

"Angry,' said Rex. 'Get off ny |and.
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'l see. And hello, what do we have here then?' M Kelley pushed past M Dee and approached Rex's
statue. 'What is this?
"Afamly heirloom' Rex folded his arns. 'Extrenely val uable. Please don't touch.’
' Val uabl e, you say?
"Extrenely. Wiere did you get this car fronf'
' The car?'
"The car. There are no cars here. This is the new Eden. \Were are you fron?
"Who is the statue of ?? M Kelley enquired.
"My grandfather. About this car . . .
" A handsone chap, your granddaddy,' said M Dee. '| see the strong fam |y resenbl ance.
"Pity about the nose though, John. Considerably reduces the val ue does that.'
" The val ue?" Rex | ooked bew | dered.

"Sadly so,' Johnny agreed. 'And it's not a particularly good exanple. Strictly "school of". How
much did you say you wanted for it?

"I didn't.’

"l suppose we could go as high as five. What do you think, Ed?
"W'd be cutting our own throats. But | suppose at a push.'
"What are you tal king about? Five?

"MIlion.' said M Dee. 'You didn't think thousand, did you?" He and Ed | aughed mirthfully.
"VWhat ever do you think we are?

"I don't know. What are you?'
"Men of the trade. Men of the trade.

"The antique trade,' nuttered Fido. 'By their Volvos so shall ye know them' M Dee gave Fido such
a vicious look that the dog becane quite wobbly at the knees.

19
"All right, sir." M Dee was all smles again. 'You strike a hard bargain. W will call it six.'
"CGet into your car and drive away while you are still able.’

"Ch dear, oh dear,' M Kelley sighed deeply. 'W really have got off on the wong foot. Please |et
me explain. W purchase old broken statues like this one.'

"For charity,' M Dee put in. '"There's little enough in it for ourselves of course.’

"Exactly. This is a happy coincidence really. W being here. This being here and you bei ng anxi ous
to sell.’

"I'"'mnot .’
"And we being in the position to nmake you so generous an offer.'
"I don't call seven million all that generous as it happens.'

"Seven? OCh | see. Quite so, sir. Seven and a half then. Shall we spit upon palns and cl ose the
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deal ?'

"No,' Rex said. 'We shall not. The statue isn't for sale. And even if | was prepared to part with
it, which I'"'mnot, no anmount of noney could purchase it. This is the new Eden and noney has no
meani ng here. Now | don't know where you've cone from neither do | care. But | suggest you return
there with great speed, before ny rabid friend and | set about you with violent intent. Do | make
nmysel f absolutely clear?

"l can dig it, man,' woofed Fido. 'Wat's the fuel consunption like on this nodel, by the way? |
under-stand the triple carbs have a tendency to eat.'

' Moderate to good,' said Johnny. 'l closed off one of the carbs and put in a by-feeder. You get
nearly forty to the gallon on a straight run.'

' Di esel ?* Fido asked.

"Fido!" Rex made throttling notions.

"Sorry, man.'

"I think I'"ll need a hand with this.' Ed was beconi ng

20

overly intimte with the statue. "This second-rate marble is a tad weighty.'
Rex knotted his fists. '"Didn't you hear what | said?

"Of course we did, sir.' Johnny Dee smiled sweetly. 'You said that you wanted no noney for the
statue. Noble gesture. W appreciate it.'

"That's not what | said at all.’

"Then if it's goods in kind you want. No problem' Johnny consi dered the garden. 'Perhaps an
el ectric shovel, or we have a sol ar-powered trenching tool which mght be right up your street.
And fertiliser, do we have fertiliser. Your paw paws | ook a nmite jaded.'

"Jaded, eh?' Rex now had a definite twitch on. Enough was enough. 'Just stay here,' he said.
"Don't nove, and keep your hands off that statue. | won't be a nonent.' He turned away and stal ked
across to the house. Entering his kitchen he selected a nurderous-1|ooking neat cleaver fromthe
rack above the Aga, tested its weight and found it adequate for the potential task in hand. He
then returned to confront his two uninvited guests, who were even now worrying at his statue.

"Do you see this?" he asked. Johnny Dee nodded gravely.

' Then hear this. Leave upon the instant or henceforth all will know you by the appellation
"Headl ess" Johnny Dee.'’

Johnny had one last smile left in him He offered it to Rex.
"Just give us a hand to |oad up the statue and we'll be on our way then.'

Rex raised his cleaver. The red nmist was com ng on and the psychotic glitter in his eyes wasn't
| ost upon M Dee, who saw it at very close quarters. 'No sale then?

"No sal e!

"My dear sir, if only | mght . . .'

"Kill!" ordered Rex.

Enbol dened by his master's fearsone aspect, Fido

21
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had a sudden adrenaline rush and set about Johnny's ankl es.

"All right, all right. W're |eaving . Dee and Kelly were all at once back in their Volvo and
the Volvo was all at once nmaking a very swift departure. It tore back into the hedge with much
grinding of nmetal work. The open passenger door was ripped fromits hinges and sl apped down on to
the dirt. Rex and his dog peered through the brand new hole in the hedge. The not-too-pristine top-
of -t he-range nodel dim nished and very suddenly vani shed i nto not hi ngness.

There was a bit of a silence in Rex Muindi's back garden
Fi do | ooked up at Rex and Rex | ooked down at Fi do.
There was a bit nore silence.

Presently the scanderoons returned to perch in a sonbre row upon the roof-top. There was a little
bit nore silence, but not quite as much as there had been on the first two occasions.

Finally there was no nore silence at all

"Well,' said Fido, in his finest Jack Benny.
"Wl I, what?

"Just, well. That's all.

"Just well! Nothing nore?

' Not hi ng nore, man.'

"VWhat ? No smart Al ec rejoinders, no snappy chapter-closing one |iners? Nothing but well?
"Not after the kind of day you've had. No sireee.

"Well,' said Rex. '| appreciate that.

‘Least | can do, nman.' Fido turned upon his grubby heels and trotted away. Rex heard the
undi sgui sed cani ne chuckl e and the words 'Sinon Dee'. He | eapt forward to level his foot at the
dog's rear end, tripped and vani shed once nore into his hole.

22
1. And Elvis said unto Eve, 'Put dawn that apple and back away fromthe tree.'
The Suburban Book of the Dead

New Eden di d boast some really spectacul ar sunsets. They were red and gold and gl orious. Fol k sat
upon the hillsides and watched them and si ghed deeply. Aaaaaaaaaaaaah, they went.

On this particular evening Rex Mundi didn't. Not that he often did anyway, preferring the
pl easures of the pot roomto the marvels of the firmament. On this particular night Rex prepared
his own supper and nade up a bed in the spare room

Christeen's ears were deaf to tales of unearthed statues and mystery Vol vos. Septic tanks were as
ever the mainstay of her conversation. And as, for now, she had at |east stopped throw ng, Rex
felt it prudent to avoid nention of the punctured privet.

Now he lay upon the unconfortable single guest-bed he had been neaning to have finished and stared
up at the ceiling he had been neaning to get plastered. H s thoughts were his own and as they
weren't particularly interesting they will remain unrecorded.

Rex snoked a long joint, nade a nmental note that he really should have the room s wi ndows gl azed
sonetine soon, and at long last fell into a troubled sleep and dreaned about hol es.

* 23
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It was an hour before sunrise when Fido returned honme. He had spent the night at a cani ne carouse
and was now somewhat unsteady about the paws. As he neared Mundi Towers he paused to consider the
nature of the strange |ights he saw novi ng ahead.

"Now,' said Fido, with nore than a hint of a slur. 'Now, what have we here?" He crept forward and
did his best to focus.

'Those,' he told hinself, '"would be torches going to and fro.' And indeed they were, and as Fido
sl unk nearer he found that he could hear voices also. And these said things |ike 'keep your end

up' and 'OK, I've got it, back to me a bit' and 'it weighs a ton'.

And as he slunk even closer still he could see dark figures noving in the nurk. Two dark figures
struggling to drag sonething not nearly so dark toward sonething which even in the uncertain |ight
di spl ayed the classic contours of ... "A Volvo estate,' whispered Fido. 'Bastards!’

"Rai se the alarm fur boy,' said Fido. 'Wof! Wof! Wof! Rex! Rex! Rex!'
"It's that bl oody dog,' canme the voice of M Johnny Dee. 'Shoot it.'

"Ch Shiva!' Fido took to his heels. He zipped between the | egs of Ed Kell ey and nmade for the

fam |y hone. A beam of yellow light whisked over his head and nelted Rex's parsley patch. 'Ch
doubl e Shiva.' Fido made haste towards the dog flap. He legged it up the stairs and into the guest
bedroom where he correctly surm sed Rex woul d be beddi ng dowmn. Rex was already on his feet,

gl avani zed into action by the noises.

"What' s goi ng on?
' The Vol vo. Dee and Kelley. They've got guns.'

Let's get them'
"Not me, man.' Fido took cover beneath the bed.

"Me then.'
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"That's the fellow Better be quick, nman, they're ripping off your statue.
" Bastards!'

"That's what | said.'

Now Rex was angry. In fact he was very angry. He was seething, fuming, frantic and frenzied angry.
He snatched up the spade, which Christeen, upon departing for bed, had flung into his room and
rushed down the stairs. He wasn't exactly clad for conmbat, wearing only his underpants. But he
rippled though, in all the right places and shone well in the nmoonlight. Not quite Conan the

Bar bari an perhaps, but definitely your pocket Hercul es.

Ed and Johnny were | oading at the hurry-up, the alarm now havi ng been rai sed.
‘"l can't shut the tailgate.'
‘Leave it then. Let's go.

Johnny leapt into the driver's seat and pressed buttons, Ed fell in beside him The car started
first time, the way those expensive | ads always do. And they'd had the door replaced. It had been
col our-nmat ched. And you couldn't even see the difference. Bastards.

"Let's go.' Johnny jiggled the automatic shift-stick and as he did so a ferocious figure rose up
before him spade held high as the Hamer of Thor

"It's Conan,' wailed the fatter felon

"Don't be ridiculous."'
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"Let's get out of here.’

Thor swung his hanmer. The Vol vo's w ndscreen becane a million plexiglass fragnents. Naturally the
i nner safety skin, which is standard issue on all the top-of-the-rangers, shielded the occupants
fromharm And the insurance conpany were bound to pay up without a rmurmrur. Bastards!

"I can't see.

"Back up. Let's get.’

Johnny swung the wheel. The Vol vo pul verized the
25

petits pois and slewed into another section of Rex's prize hedge. It reversed over the ornanenta
fi shpond, dis-conforting the Koi carp and stunning the stone gnones. Rex flung hinmself at it. Hs
spade ski mmed over the roof raising a fine shower of sparks, three |ayers of enanel paint, two of
primer and one of a rust-resistant additive with a conplicated chem cal conposition

"The Hyperborean Hero,' shrieked Ed, who was really showing his true colours. 'Shoot him'

"l can't shoot him You know that,' Johnny stuck the automatic into 'drive like the Devil' node.
Rex threw his spade aside and hinself at the open tailgate. His fingers caught hold and he | eft
his feet.

The car surged forwards, the engine purring like a good 'n even though the revs were well into the
red range, and then suddenly fell silent. And all manner of very strange things began to happen

"You have now entered free space,' said a disenbodi ed voice. 'Please observe the follow ng safety
procedures. Secure all doors.' Rex, realizing that he was now fl oati ng wei ghtl essly, haul ed
hinself into the Volvo and sl anmmed down the tail gate.

' Make extra certain that your co-ordi nates have been doubl ed-checked and are mapped, |ogged and
correctly aligned. Do not |eave the vehicle for any reason what-soever. Do not litter the | anes
and under no circunstances tanper with the particle flow of ionized beta photons.'

"Wouldn't dreamof it,' said Rex.
"W thank you for travelling in the cause of Utimte Truth. Have a nice tonorrow. '

A nice tonorrow? Gravity made a surprise return and Rex plunged heavily to the floor. He nouthed
bitter words and clinbed slowmy to his feet.

Now you shouldn't be able to clinmb to your feet in the rear of a Volvo estate and this did cross
Rex's m nd when he found hinmself able to do so with no difficulty at all.
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In fact, when he reached up he discovered that he couldn't touch the roof and when he | ooked
around, a long strangled kind of a gasp escaped his lips.

Al t hough he knew he hadn't left the Volvo Rex found hinself standing in the entrance to sonme kind
of gigantic cargo hold. It was nonstrous, vast. The Volvo's rear quarters owed nore than a little
to the interior of a certain doctor's tel ephone box. And even though spacious, it was extrenely
crowded.

"Art,' whispered Rex. '"It's art.' And indeed it was. Art by the gallery | oad. Row upon row of
titanic paintings, framed in gilt, hung upon steel racks. Rex wandered anobngst them awestruck
There were statues and busts, sections of wall frescos, tapestries and npsai cs. Hundreds of them
No, thousands. Rex hooched up his Y-fronts. He was in a serious nuseum here and no m st ake about
it.

H's own statue lay on its side in the cargo bay, for such the inner tailgate appeared, and it
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didn't ook out of place one jot with the stored collection surrounding it. And for why? Well,
"Il tell you for why. Because, wherever Rex wandered ani dst these treasures of the ancient world,
his eye was drawn to a single detail. On each and every one of the pictures, nurals, icons or

what ever, the self-sane face grinned out at him Here it was grinning over Caesar's shoul der as
Brutus put the knife in. And here, lit to perfection amongst the Night Watch. And surely that was
it third fromthe right in Georges de la Tour's 'Adoration of the Shepherds'. Yes indeedy.

It was a face Rex knew al nbst as well as he knew his own. A face like no other that had been
before or would ever cone again. The face of Elvis Aaron Presley. The man, the |lip and the | egend.

"Elvis,' said Rex Mundi in a small and troubled voice. "Wat in God' s name have you done now?

My office isn't exactly what you'd call fancy. There's a desk | sit at and a chair | sit on
There's a
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wat ercool er that ain't too cool and a fan that don't wite me no letters. A tel ephone that won't
speak to nme and a carpet | wouldn't pass the tine of day with if it did.

I got a hat stand without a hat to stand on and a filing cabinet full of menories. Ch yeah, and I
got a door.

And that's where | cone in. The nane's Wodbi ne. Lazl o Wwodbine. Private Eye. And although this is
page 28 and there's been a ot of com ng and going that | ain't had a hand in, | happen to be the
real hero of this little epic. The Tenpus Fugitives it's called, A Lazlo Waodbine thriller

Now | ain't enigmatic, so don't expect too rmuch art for art's sake. | ain't cheap, but |'m

t horough and | get the job done. Wth nme you can expect a lot of gratuitous sex and violence, a
trail of corpses and a final roof-top showdown. No | oose ends, no spin-offs and all strictly
"first-person’ only. That's the way it is and the way it always has been. And this is the way it
al ways begi ns.

It was another |ong hot Manhattan night. Shirtsleeve and singlet weather in the big city. My
office was |i ke the back seat of Guy Stravino's Chevy, no place to be after six p.m | wung the
top from anot her bottle of Bud and fanned nyself with a copy of Wet Grls in the Raw. Summer had
the city by the throat.

The small-tinme heisters and back-row pocket dukes had taken a powder, the cops ran to fat on the
street corners and the cars crawed by like fluff on a grano-phone needle. My watercool er steaned
gently and the ceiling fan turned at three revolutions an hour. It was hot.

I took off ny trenchcoat and mittens. 'Dammit,' | said to nyself, '"if it gets any hotter I'm
taking my pullover off.’

The beer splashed its icy way down nmy throat and sizzled in chicken madras that had been ny tea.
sat back in ny chair and listened to the sounds of the city.

Through ny open w ndow | coul d hear the newsboy
28

hawki ng his last late editions, the ball gane echoing froma neighbour's wireless, the crackle of
neon |lights, the poot of poodles and the celestial harnonics of the cosnpbs. | figure that from
where | was sitting you could hear anything you darn well pleased on a Saturday night.

One thing | didn't expect to hear was the ringing of ny tel ephone. And sure as sure that's exactly
what | didn't hear

What | did hear was a rappety-rap-rap-rap on ny partition door. | yawned, stretched, put aside all
t houghts of |earning esperanto. This could be the Big One. 'Cone,' said |

The door swung open |ike water off a duck's back and there, framed in the portal, stood the npst
beautiful woman |'d seen all day. She was nearly wearing a white angora evening nunber. Of the
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shoul der but not off the peg. She was the kind of blonde you don't get froma bottle and her Iips
| ooked nore at home around a long Martini than a dwarf's dongler. This |lady had class witten
through her |ike rock has Brighton

"H toots,' | said, smling fromthe waist down. 'You looking for alittle action?

She shot nme a glance |ike she was putting out a bad cigar and cane over with a |ightning Veronica
Lake. 'Is your nane Wodbane?' she asked. 'Wodbane the dick?

' The nane' s Whodbi ne, naam Lazl o Wodbi ne. Sone call me Laz.

"“I'l'l just call you M Shithead,' she responded in a manner | considered nost w nsone. '| need
your hel p.'
Well, | never played reggae in the Australian hinter-lands so | don't know how to beat around the

bush. And this |lady | ooks as though she neant business and busi-ness is ny business, if you catch
my drift, and I'msure that you do.

‘I ain't cheap,' | told her. '"But |I'mthorough and | get
29

the job done. Wth ne you can expect a lot of gratuitous sex and violence, a trail of corpses and
a final roof-top showdown.

‘"No | oose ends or spin-offs? she asked.

"None. | charge five hundred thousand dollars a day, plus expenses and | only work in the "first-
person".'

She twitched a languid dewl ap and novied in nmy direction. "I think I'll just call you Shithead for
short,' she quipped. | was beginning to fall in love. 'Five hundred thousand dollars a day and no
expenses. '

"You drive a hard bargain, naam' | let the hard sink in. "W needs to die?

She di pped into her purse, took out a small contrivance and tossed it on to ny desk. | gave it
sone perusal. It was hard, black and buttoned and occupi ed the space of a Canel pack

"A-ha,' said |, in a fashion which suggested an al nost mystical insight into all things

el ectronical. 'Wat you have there maam is a watchnmacallit.'

She ran her vel vet tongue around her up-town dental work and smiled me a bitter-sweet. Tress
button A’

I did as | was bid. Light |ocked up into a cube above ny desk and showed me a range of 3D i nages
that were ¢ beauteous to behol d.

"A-ha,' said |, it being a favourite with ne when |ost for words.

"Artworks.' The |ady manipul ates a manicured nitt midst the mrage. 'Religious artworks.'

"I don't know what | |ike. But | know about art.
"And do you know these nen?' | was now | ooking into faces. Unsniling. Unlovely.
"Do | know then?' | |eaned back in ny chair and narrowmy avoid falling out of the wi ndow. 'Maam

These two cost me my wife, nmy job at the departnent, a dog naned Bl ue and six nonths in intensive
care. And you want | should go | ooking for then?

She | ooked me up and down |ike a Tines Square neon
30

and Devil take the hindnost. 'Think you're up to it, Shithead?
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I gave her the kind of smile | generally keep for Tuesday. 'Lady,' said |, with nore panache than
a muff diver in a Maltese neathball factory, 'do you realize that every | aw enforcenent agency in
the galaxy is looking for these two?'

She nodded.

"And that the future of civilization and probably the very fabric of universal existence hangs
upon t he appre-hension of these nen and the return of the artworks?

She nodded agai n.
"And you conme to ne?

She | eaned into the hol ogram The faces of the two hoods glared at me from her bosons. 'Wat do
you say, Wodbone?

"l say, what took you so long, lady? |'ve been expecting you for a week.'

' Pl ease extinguish all cigarettes, fasten your safety belts and prepare for touchdown.' Rex
assumed the foetal position.

"Kindly observe all |anding procedures and do not |eave the vehicle until the green light flashes
and the little hooter goes peep peep peep. W thank you for travelling in the cause of Utinate
Truth and hope you enjoyed the trip.

There cane a terrible shuddering and buffeting, and |ight soared in through the Volvo's rear
wi ndow. The car canme to a sudden halt depositing Rex at the front end of the art store where he
| ay seet hing.

"l think a bite to eat would be the thing." It was the voice of Ed Kelley. Rex clinbed once nore
to his feet. Above hima | ozenge of |ight showed. Rex tested hinself for broken bones.

" A snackerel before we conclude our business.' Rex craned his neck to the bright little | ozenge. A
gl ass hatch
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to the cab. Beyond it he could nake out the pair of talking heads.
' Okey doke,' went Ed Kelley.

' Peep peep peep,' went the little hooter

"You'll get yours!' muttered Rex Mindi

Rex heard the doors open and slam and then nothing but for a dull hunm ng. He made his way back
through the artworks to the cargo bay and peered through the rear w ndow.

" Shiva's Sheep!' gasped M Mindi

There was a city out there. But what a city. Rex had seen New York in the nineteen-nineties and
there was nuch of that here. Only a whole ot nore. He was | ooking at a broad thoroughfare, along
whi ch mighty cars, all |ow sleek bodies, high trailing fins and bul ging chromum drifted |ike
fantastic | and yachts. On the sidewal ks, beauti-ful people in stylish costunes strolled and
sauntered. They | ooked young, tall and proud. Rex wasted no tine in taking an instant dislike to
them Above and beyond. Mst of all, above, rose buildings of preposterous proportions. They

dwi ndl ed into the sky, but their design was un-ni stakable. They resenbl ed nothing nore nor |ess
than titani c jukeboxes. Between them decked with twinkling |lights, great airships came and went.

"The future.' Rex sank on to his bottom 'I'min the future.' He hugged his knees and began to
rock slowy back and forth. Had he not been half the hero I, for one, believe himto be, there
seenmed a strong chance that now would be an ideal tine for a nental breakdown.
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"Now woul d be an ideal tine for a nental breakdown,' said Rex Mundi, beginning to burble.
Ch no you don't!

Rex consi dered his options. He was down but by no neans out. Certainly he was shut in a tinme-
travelling Vol vo, wearing nothing but his underpants. But he'd been in worse situations than this
and |ived to save the day.
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"I have to get out of here.' Rex sought the rear wi ndow of opportunity. Passers by were passing
by. They all seened pleasing to gaze upon and, Rex noted to his satisfaction, all were very well
dressed i ndeed. He watched them as they went about their business. The nonent had to be right.

A young man drew near to the Volvo. He was tall, nobly built and wore his hair in the order of the
times. Hi gh conbed and | aquered, |ong sideburns. He was dressed in white shirt, pencil tie, wide-
shoul dered dark jacket, slimlapels, one button |ow. Gey peg pants and white brothel creepers. As
he prepared to cross the street Rex rapped upon the w ndow.

Seenmi ngly deaf to Rex's rappings the young nan took a step forward. Rex pounded the wi ndow with
his fist. The young man paused and gl anced down. Rex smiled up at him The young man | ooked
benused. Rex nmde an encouragi ng face and finger pointings at the door handle. 'Locked in,' he
nmout hed.

"What ?' cane a silent reply.
"Locked in!'
The young man shook his head. Rex whacked the wi ndow anew. 'Hel p!'’

The good Samaritan smiled and reached toward the handle. He turned it and swung up the tail gate.
Rex grasped himby the shoul ders and dragged himinto the Volvo. It was all the work of a nonent.
A deft blowto the jaw, the tailgate pulled al nbost shut. The sounds of the brief struggle were
swal | owed up by the noise of the city. Rex stripped his unconscious victimand togged up. The
jacket was a little tight beneath the arnpits, but the shoes were confortabl e enough

Rex put his ear to the young man's chest. Hi s breathing seemed neasured. Rex hadn't hit himtoo
hard. Rex felt bad about hitting himat all. Striking down the innocent did not lie well with him
But the situation was somewhat extrenme and once he had found satisfaction from Dee and
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Kel l ey, who were far frominnocent, he would apol ogi ze to the young man and bung hima coupl e of
old nasters by way of conpensation

Hi s consci ence now thoroughly salved, a well-dressed Rex slid out of the Volvo and entered
wonder | and. He examined his reflection in the nearest store wi ndow. 'Damably handsome,' was his
consi dered opi ni on.

Rex rubbed his palnms together. Options now lay open to him The big question was which to take.

' Take the Volvo,' said Rex without further hesitation. He stepped around to the front of the car
and tried the driver's door. It was | ocked. Rex peered into the car. No keys dangled in the
dashboard. But then this was not the kind of dashboard that keys seened likely to dangle in. This
was one of those big spaceship jobs, all flashing lights and little television screens with
expensi ve ani mat ed graphics.

Rex whistled. Trying to figure that ot out could take all day. Best to deal with the driver
directly. "A bite to eat,' he had said. Rex scanned the nearby I|ikelys.

"Ch no,' groaned Rex. Ed and Johnny sat not twenty yards distant outside a cafe. It was anot her
chrome and neon affair. They hovered confortably upon | egless chairs. Dead futuristic. But Rex's
"oh no' was not directed thataways. It was given vent due to the sign which flashed on and of f
above the cafe. It read ' The Tonorrow man Tavern', and Rex really wished it didn't.
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" Paper, bud?" It was the first voice he had heard and it had an Anerican accent.
"Sorry?

"You wanna paper?' The news vendor waggled said article beneath Rex's nose. 'l said d' ya wanna
paper you dumb—

"Yes | do. Yes.' Rex accepted the thing as it was thrust into his hand.
' Buck. '

"Nice to neet you, Buck.
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"Buck for the paper, you stupid

"Ch, | see.’" Rex rooted in his new jacket. He turned up a billfold and unbillfolded it. Mpney
notes. Rex took out a big bright one and offered it to the news vendor. 'Is this enough?

"I''l1l say.' The news vendor snatched it from himand pocketed it away. 'Goddann thick-assed son of
a . " Rex let it slide by. Punching the news vendor's lights out in the niddle of a busy street
was probably not the w sest nove in the world.

"Are you here all day?' he asked.
"Till the crowds go.'

"I'1l catch up with you |later then.'
" Huh?'

Rex took his newspaper and nerged with the passers by. He found a vantage point before a store
wi ndow whi ch di splayed a fetching Iine in bondage | ei surewear, and rai sed his newspaper 'spy
fashion. And two things hit himright in the face. The first wi dened his eyes and the second

| owered his jaw

The first was the newspaper's title. The Presley En-quirer
The second was the date. 27 July 2061

"27 July 2061."' It didn't matter which way Rex read it, it still came out the sanme. It was his own
time. The time he was living in. The very day he was living in. O had been living in. But this
wasn't his world. Wiere was he? Another planet? Couldn't be. Not with the Anerican news vendor and
the Presley Enquirer.

Rex studied the headlines in search of a clue.

SPACE ALI ENS Kl DNAPPED MY TWO- HEADED LOVE- CHI LD

"Ah,' said Rex. 'One of those newspapers.' He leafed through it.
| RATE PUBLI SHER FEEDS TRI LOGY AUTHOR TO THE SHARKS

HUNDRED- YEAR- LD WOVAN G VES BI RTH TO SI NCLAI R

G5

"Hhmph.' Rex fol ded his newspaper and consigned it
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to the nearest litter bin. He glanced across the street. Ed and Johnny seened to be enjoying
t hensel ves. Rex wat ched the beautiful people as they came and went. The fabul ous autonobil es and
drifting airships. The neon lights flashing, the news vendor vendi ng.
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And then he caught the flicker of novenent in the Volvo. He | ooked on entranced as the half-naked
figure of the good Samaritan squirned through the little glass hatch and dropped into the driver's
seat. He was even cl ose enough to observe the deft finger notions on the space-age dashboard and
to hear the peerless purr as the engine took life.

Maki ng horror's open nmouth, Rex watched the Volvo pull out into the street and lose itself in the
stream of passing traffic.

The nel odi ¢ tone of the highly-tuned engi ne brought Rex no joy whatever. Neither did the fact that
the superb power steering responded to little nore than a fingertip's application, whilst |eaving
the driver's other hand free to nmake an obscene gesture in his direction. And as to whatever
subtl e pleasures lay in the contenplation of rear indicators, these slipped by himconpletely.

A friend of mne who was once in the A A says that the indicators of all posh notorcars can be
programmed to flash out nessages in a secret code. Apparently the know edge of which buttons to
press and how the code works lie in the hands of the Freemasons, who comonly pass on information
to one another in this fashion during notorway traffic jans.

I once broached the subject with Mad Tony Long who does the MOT on ny Cortina. He neither
confirmed nor denied it, although he did give ne a very funny | ook. Wether this neans he's a
practising Freemason | couldn't say. And as |'ve never felt the desire to shake his hand, 1"l
probably never know for sure. But it certainly makes you think, doesn't it?

It didn't make Rex think. In fact, if there was ever
36

a noment when a burgeoning interest in autonotive arcanumwas |ess distant fromhis mind, this was
nmost probably it.

"Damm!' went Rex Mundi. 'Danm damm dam!' He raised knotty fists and shook them at the sky. He
made to run after the Vol vo but stopped short in his tracks and threw up his hands again. He
kicked at the air. He stanmped his feet. He wasn't pleased.

Hi s choice of options, slimas it was, had becone positively anorexic. There was nothing for it.
He woul d just have to go over and have the thing out directly with Dee and Kell ey. Denand

expl anati ons and deal out bl ows whenever the need arose. Wth difficulty Rex conposed his features
i nto sonet hing approaching normality, flexed his shoulders and stared across the street towards
the Tonorrowran Tavern. Here, two floating and now thoroughly vacant chairs net his thoroughly

j aundi ced eye.

' CGone!' Rex began to shake in a manner nost un-becom ng, and passing folk steered carefully around
him The news vendor, who had been enjoying the unsolicited performance since it first began
could contain hinself no | onger

Ts this some kind of street theatre, buddy?' he asked. 'Or are you just a whacko?

Rex turned slowy upon him 'Does your nother know how to sew?' he asked in an even voice.
"My nother? Sew? Sure, | guess.'

Then get her to stitch this up.'

37

1. And when the ark was finished Noah said unto Elvis, 'Wat do you reckon?

2. And Elvis checked out his own cabin and shook his head saying 'poky'.

3. And so did they knock several walls

through and install a Jacuzzi
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4. And when this was done Noah
scratched his beard and said, 'W don't
have roomfor all the animls now'
5. And Elvis perused the livestock |ist
and in his wi sdomsaid, 'Lose the
di nosaurs. '
The Suburban Book of the Dead

Now, | know what you're thinking. You re thinking, how come this Lazlo Wodbine with the nineteen-
fifties' office shows no surprise when con-fronted by sci-fi hol ographic giznbos and cones out with
I ines such as 'every |aw enforcenent agency in the galaxy is |ooking for these two'. Ain't ya?

Wll, I'll lay it on the line for you. Because, like | say, | ain't enignatic.

Firstly, this novel is called The Tenmpus Fugitives, which is a pretty Goddamm clever title by
anyone's reckoning, and | should know, as | thought of it nyself. And secondly, although I i ght
Il ook like the guy in the trenchcoat and fedora, which | am these are changing tines. And the
changing tines that | happen to live in are those of the twenty-fifth century. And if you want to
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get by as a private eye in these changing tinmes, certain things are expected of you.

A sense of propriety is one and inpeccable credentials is another, and I got both. | got a

bl oodline in this business that goes back five hundred years. Cass, see, born with it. Take ny
hat, for exanple. Snap-brinmed fedora. C assic. Same hat ny anci ent ancestor wore when he was a
private eye back in the nineteen-fifties. Sure it's had thirty new brinms, eighty new bands and
nmore crowns than the House of Hapsburg since then. But it's the same hat. Same old hat, sane old
j oke. O ass never dates, see?

Take my office furniture. Priceless antiques. The water-cooler alone is worth nore mllions than |
woul d care to shake a stick at. Not to mention the carpet, which | rarely do

So, you are asking yourselves, and | can hear you. So how cone if this Lazlo is such a class act
does he let the dane insult hinP Well, that's the way business is done in this business. A ways
has been done, always is done and always will be done. It's a tradition, see, or an old charter or
sonet hing |ike that.

I"'mthe last of the greats, with a literary |egacy that reaches back to Philip Marlowe and M ke
Hamer. And that's why | get hired. | don't come cheap, but I'mthorough and I get the job done.
And | only work four sets. My office, Fangio's Bar, an alleyway that could be anywhere and a roof -
top. Areally great detective rarely needs nore than that. Sone stretch a point and add a hote
room a hospital ward, or a police cell, but not ne. I keep it basic.

My first three sets speak pretty nuch for themsel ves. You gotta work somewhere, drink sonmewhere
and get into sticky situations somewhere. And the roof-top's pretty obvious, too, if you think
about it. Your super-villain always has to fall off a roof-top, or somewhere real high at the end.
Doesn't matter who he is, Dick Jones,
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Darth Vader, the Shredder or the Joker, they each got to take the big plunge in the fina
showdown. Probably started with King Kong, | guess, or when Quasi nodo threw Dom O aude Frollo off
the bell-tower of Notre Danme. But it's never been bettered yet when it comes to the spectacul ar
endi ng. So when you see old Laz clinbing over the slates at |east you'll know the end' s in sight.
Whi ch shoul d of fer some kind of confort.

So, all this said, and pretty damm articulately said if you ask nme, | tuck the lady's contrivance
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into one pocket of ny trenchcoat, ny trusty Smith and Wesson into another and go off in search of
a lead. And if there is one place in this towm where I'mlikely to find it, that one place is
Fangi o' s Bar.

Behi nd the counter of the Tonorrowran Tavern, the one-eyed barman strai ghtened his spotted cravat
and snmoot hed down the lapels of his quilted snoking jacket. He had built up quite a substanti al
cult following since his first appearance in Arnmageddon: The Musical, and he was | ooking well on
it. One literary critic described his perfornmance in They Cane And Ate Us as 'quintessentia
controll ed and deeply felt. . . noving, poignant and about the only near decent thing in an
otherwi se turgid potboiler'. On the strength of this alone Bl oonsbury had signed himup for The
Subur ban Book of the Dead and brought in a ghost witer to replace Rankin.

But nmaking a really decent living as a professional fictitious character is a tricky business, as
t he barman knew wel | enough. You generally cone up trunps if you can swing the lead in a Jackie
Collins or a Julie Burchill, all baby oil, neat and two veg. But find yourself in a Cive Barker
or a Stephen King and like as not you'll wind up with naggots coming out of your nostrils before
you reach chapter five. The barman had previously done a Zane G ey where he got dry gul ched on
page one, and a Sven Hessel where he cane to an even bl oodi er end
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as a Gernman tank conmander. Neither had won himany critical acclaim This was his first tine in a
trilogy and he was warm ng to the challenge of giving his best perfornance yet.

And parts, no matter how snmall, are never easy to cone by. Many fictitious characters turn out to
be nothing of the sort. They are nerely friends, relatives or enem es of the author dressed up a
bit and given different names. And many heroes are actually played by the author hinmself. But

al t hough your genuine professional fictitious character knows this goes on, there is very little
that he or she can do about it. 'Speak up in this game and you're Tipp-Ex', as they say.

O course, the pay's a flat rate and you don't get a share of the royalties, but there are perks
to the job. If you can work your way into a 'classic' then you've cracked the secret of
imortality. The author may snuff it, but you will go on for ever and ever and ever. Nice work if
you can get it, eh?

Rex | ooked up at the Tonmorrowran's neon sign. It flashed on and off, the way sonme of them do and
the way this one did all too often. The establishnent beneath it appeared, at first sight, an
extremely swank affair. A study in cold chrome, cool marble and warm | eatherette. Rex exami ned the
floating chairs, perhaps in search of clues. He noticed with no particular surprise that they hung
upon cunni ngly conceal ed brackets. 'Hmph,' went Rex.

He eyeball ed the bar proper. It |ooked reasonably convincing. The tall glass street-doors were
anchored back to reveal a spacious |ounge. To the left, numerous, chronme pedestals offered their
support to glass table-tops ringed with neon tubes. About these, fashionable fol k arrayed

t hensel ves and conversed in nerry tones. To the right, further chrone in the shape of the bar-
counter which ran back the I ength of the room although fromwhat, was anyone's guess. The gl ass
counter-top was lit
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from beneath and behind this the wall was the usual clutter of back-of-bar ephemera. Gittering
optics, stacked gl asses, cocktail shakers, drink dispensers, row upon row of exotic-Iooking
bottles. And | odged between bar and backdrop stood a lone figure, his single eye fixed upon Rex
Mundi

"Ah," said Rex. 'Ah indeed.’
"You want sonething? the barnman enquired in a deep Shakespearean tone.

Rex strode up to the counter and pl aced hinself upon one of the raised barstools which had sonehow
failed to get a mention earlier. He faced the fanmous barman. 'VWy are you wearing that?' he asked.

"Wearing what?' The barnman nade an extravagant gesture.
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"That.' Rex pointed to the barman's head which, though bald in episodes past, was now | avishly
fur-nished. 'That.'
"I ain't wearing nothing. Wiat do you nean?
"The syrup,' sighed Rex. 'The rug, the ponpadour, the toup, the Blodwn Pig.'
"It's all ny owm hair.'

Rex | eant his el bow upon the bar-counter and his chin upon his palm 'Shall | cone in again?' he
asked. 'When you have renoved the wi g, the snoking jacket and the silk cravat?

"Eyebal|l the screen station, boy.' It was the line his fans always called out to himin the
street.
Rex shook his head. 'Shall | cone in again, or is it Tipp-Ex tinme?

The barman now had a definite pout on to go with his wig. 'M public expect. he began
"No, they don't.'

The barman got a huff on to go with his pout. 'But | can keep the cigarette hol der?

' No.

"What about the spats?
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"Ch, | hadn't seen the spats.' Rex |eant across the counter and perused said spats. 'No spats,’
sai d he.

"You're just jeal ous because | —

"What did you say?

' Not hi ng."

Rex mimed the dread bottle and the little brush going back and forwards across an invisible page
"l just have to pop out,' said the barnan. 'Do you want a drink before |I go?

'Yes pl ease. Tonmorrowran Brew if you will.' The grunbling barkeep turned away to do the business.
"And a ham sandwi ch,' said Rex |oudly.

"Onh cruel, cruel.’

"And an icebucket."’

"An icebucket, yes.'

" And bar man.

' Yes?'

"Don't return dressed as a pirate.’

Muttering bitterly, the literary | egend slung food, drink and bucket before Rex and sl ouched away.

"Any chance of getting served here?" a young toff asked. Passing at dose quarters, the barman
offered himthe use of two fingers. 'Wll, really.

Rex chuckl ed, placed the fist which had seen service upon both Samaritan and news vendor in the
i cebucket and began what surely was his breakfast.
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' Cheek of the fellow,' said the young toff.
Rex shrugged and continued to feed.
"And that ghastly peruke. | ask you.

Rex sipped his Tonmorrowran Brew. It tasted as noxious as ever. The young toff was giving hima
critical once-over; he didn't seemtoo sold on Rex's footwear. 'Sonething wong? Rex asked.

"No, no. Nice jacket.'

" Thank you.'

"A tad pinched beneath the arnpits, though. No offence neant.
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'None taken, | assure you.

"Jolly good.' The toff peered hard at Rex. 'Don't | know you? You | ook mghtily famliar.’
Rex shook his head. 'I don't think so.

The toff scratched a panpered chin. He wore a dove-grey triple-breasted suit of inmacul ate
confection. Pale silk shirt, blue suede shoes. Hi s blackly-dyed hair was tortured into a shark's-
fin quiff. Ml eskin sideburns showed off his cheekbone inplants to good advantage. A w de ki pper-
tie flashed short-range hol ographies, all of which were keen to sell Rex sonething.

Rex wasn't in a buying kind of a nood.

"I do know you. Chap off the telly, isn't it? Now, what's your nane? Don't tell me, I'Il get it in
a no'. Laura.

‘It's not Laura.'

"No, Laura.' The toff called to a young wonan seated nearby. 'Laura, it's that chap off the
telly.'

"Oh.' Laura rose from her seat.

"Ah.' Rex rose in his, and beaned at the beauty now heading in his direction. She was tall and
tanned and young and lovely. A bit like the girl fromlpecacuanha. O is that the South American
shrub used in the prep-aration of emetics? She wore the 'little black dress' that all nmen know and
dr ool about.

"This is Laura,' said the toff. "I'"'mGarth, by the way.' He di pped a nanicured finger into his top
pocket and drew out a calling card. Rex didn't bother with it. He just wi ped the crunbs fromhis
nmout h, thrust the icebucket into Garth's arns and as an afterthought, dried his smting hand upon
t he hol ographic tie.

"No offence neant,’' he said.
The tof f nade a pained face. 'None taken, | assure you.'

'Pl eased to neet you, Laura.' Rex vacated his stool and steered the young woman on to it. She was
indeed a rare orchid. She took his hand in hers. She didn't release it.

"Hello,' said Laura.
"Chap off the telly,' Garth explained. 'Fancy that, eh?
44

"Laura.’ Rex maintained the eye contact. 'Can | buy you a drink?
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"Surely.' Laura crossed her long slimlegs with slow erotic deliberation. Rex bit his lip. Even
wi thout the visuals, there are few sounds nore delicious than those nmade by a wonan's stockings
when she crosses her |egs.

" Shop!'" Rex pounded his fist upon the bar-top
Dom nant, thought Laura, | like that in a man.

As if on cue, the barman reappeared. He was now the grimand scabious fell ow that ever he was.
Clad once nore in the soiled | eather apron and gl oves, bald of head and wild of single eye.

"Wat cha want ?' he denmanded.

Rex wi nked at himkindly. That's the stuff. One nore for nyself, and whatever the |ady's
drinking."'

The barman gave Rex his finest cydopean and rubbed thunb and unspeakabl y-gl oved forefinger beneath
the hero's nose. 'I'll see your coin if |I will. He that has noney has what he wants.'

Rex dug into his purloined pockets and canme up with a handful of small change. He dunped it on to
the gl ass bar-top. 'There you go.'

Gaugi ng accurately Rex's current |ack of know edge regarding natters nonetary, the barnman said
' good enough' and swept the entire amount into his apron pocket. 'Thanks for the tip,' he nuttered
as he set about the optics.

"So Laura,' Rex smled upon the beautiful woman, 'exactly what do you do?

"Chap off the telly,' called Garth, waving to his friends. 'His icebucket also.'
"Garth,' Laura's eyes never left Rex, 'Garth, go away and sit down.'

"But I . . .

"Garth.' Garth went away and sat down. Dominant, thought Rex, | like that in a woman. Well, sone
wonen.

"What do | do?' Laura ran her tongue lightly about her
45

sensuous lips. Rex wondered if she nmight feel up to another leg cross. 'Actually I'ma
prostitute.’

"A prostitute?' Rex swivelled back to the bar. "Hurry up with ny change, barman,' he call ed.

The barman pushed two drinks across the counter and short-changed Rex. Rex, for his part, thrust
the coins into his pocket w thout a second gl ance. Wich was a shanme really, because he failed
once nore to take in the sig-nificant detail that each and every one of them bore the raised
profile of Elvis Presley's head.

'So,' Rex passed Laura her drink. It wasn't Tonorrow nan Brew. 'A prostitute. |Interesting work?'
"Hardly as interesting as yours. Have you just cone fromthe studio?

"The studi 0?' Rex went into lying bastard node. 'Actually yes. |I'mputting together a new show.
Per haps you might be interested.’

"Not if it's anything like . . .'

"Totally new. It's called Amesia. The host pretends he's from another planet, or say, another
tinme, and he asks the contestants questions to find out where he is.'

' Sounds pretty dull.’
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"Big prizes,' said Rex.

"Tell me nore.'

"All right. Pretend you' re a contestant.'

"What, here?

"Certainly. Call it an audition, if you like.'

"Do you want ne to take all ny clothes off then?

Absol utely, thought Rex. 'OF course not,' he said. 'Just answer the questions.'
"Go on then.

"Right, what is your nane?

"Laura Lynch.'

" And where do you live?

"Ri ght here.

"Do try harder. \Were is right here?

"Sixth precinct.'
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"Could you be a little nore exact?

'1010 Van Vliet Street.'

"And the city?

"This one of course. This is some dunb show '

"What country then?

"Are you for real? This show will never sell.’

Not the way you play it, Rex thought. 'OK. One final question.
"Goon . . .’

" How nuch do you charge for a bl owjob?

"Two hundred and fifty dollars. Do | w n?

"You certainly do.' Rex began to pat once nore at his pockets.
"Er chap . . .' Garth ventured forth. 'Chap off the telly

"Not now, Garth. |I'mvery busy.' Rex found the billfold.

" Chap. The pals just wanted to ask. The contestants on your show Do they really . . . that is ..

do you actually . . . ?
‘"No,' said Rex. 'Wiatever it is.'
" Thought not.' Garth nade a dispirited face. 'Special effects, | suppose.

"Something like that.' Rex flicked through the billfold. 'Do you take any of these, Laura? He
forked out what he took to be a credit card. It wasn't. Laura gaped at it in horror
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'Repo Man!' she squawked.

"No,' said Rex. 'Great novie, but | wasn't in it. Harry Dean Stanton. How about this one, then?
'"Repo Man.' Garth was inpressed. 'Then you do actually . . . you know . '

"Garth, I'ma little strapped for cash, lend ne two hundred and fifty dollars. I'll pay you back.

Two fifty? No problem Can you change a five thou-sand?

"Garth!' screaned Laura. 'He's a Repo Man for E' s sake.' She slipped down fromthe stool and
backed away.
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Rex enjoyed the stockings as they crossed. But sonme sixth sense told himhe'd probably heard them
do it for the last tine.

"l don't think |I quite understand.' Rex |ooked around at the suddenly silent crowm. It seened nore
than likely that he was all alone in this particular piece of ignorance.

"Chap off the telly,' said Garth lanely. 'You know. Does that Nenesis show. . . Rex Mundi, that's
it. Knewl'd get it in the end.'

If there had been a big silence before, there was an even bi gger one now. And nuch of it was
com ng from Rex hinself

Exactly how |l ong the silence might have lasted is anyone's guess. There was a tension about it

whi ch verged upon the awesone. But it was over alnost as swiftly as it had begun. Broken by the
noi sy arrival of a certain news vendor whose nother knew how to sew. And he was flanked by two
very large policenen i ndeed. Rex took no pleasure at all in noticing that they were played by the
henchnman Cecil and his brother Sandy out of They Cane And Ate Us.

"That's him' cried the little man with the big lip. 'Socked ne right in the kisser. The son-of-a-
bitch of f that crumry ganeshow. The guy's a whacko, better shoot himright now'
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1. And Elvis said unto Jacob, 'Were's your coat of many col ours, then?

2. And Jacob replied saying, 'You nean

Joseph, he's the one with the coat. I'm

Jacob, the guy with the |adder.'

3. And Elvis shrugged and asked, 'Then who's the guy over there in the deninP'
4. And Jacob answered, 'That's ny son, Levi.'

5. And Elvis did snite Jacob upon the chin and go his way from him

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

Fangi 0's Bar |lay over on the East Side beneath some old stock footage of night-tinme sky-scrapers
and the Jersey Bridge. In a changing world like this is some things never change, and Fangio's
mai n-tained its old-world charm It was still a haven of bad breath, worse | anguage, poor poo

pl ayi ng and cheap cigar snoke. The fat boy considered hinself a bit of a psychol ogi st and had

al ways fancied witing a book about his colourful career. Like | say, sone things never change.

I mght have taken a cab over, or perhaps | had ny own car; |I'mcertain | never took the subway -
but when | wal ked in the door |ove wal ked out the window, or so the old song says.

Fangi o' s Bar was cosnopolitan. Wiich is to say that the fat boy didn't care which part of the
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cosnos his clients
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blewin from As long as they could speak the King' s English, figure out which end of the bottle
to drink fromand pay in hard currency, it was fine by him

On any given night, except possibly Tuesday, you could | ean on Fangi o's bar-counter and exchange
smal | -tal k with guys born under any one of a dozen different suns. Fange treated themall wth
equal grace, which nust say something for him Personally | would have heaved the | ot of them out
and put up a sign saying NO DOGS OR OFF- WORLDERS, whi ch nmust say sonething for ne. But nothing
favourable. 1've never been happy working with aliens - nesses up the detective genre conpletely
for ne.

As | entered the bar the fat boy was at the counter parting pastrami with a cleaver. Possibly a
father fixation; | didn't ask. Wuat | did ask was for three fingers of Od Bedwetter. | found ny
regul ar stool, upended its squatter and parked my butt. The barman slid my drink across the
pol i shed bar-top

"This on your slate?" he enquired.
I nodded, cool as a nountain stream 'Have one yourself, Fange.
The fat one swung his goitre. 'You wouldn't care to settle your tab?' he enquired further

"Sure thing.' | did some pretty professional pocket patting. Such things are expected between old
friends and | knew the score. '"Wll, swipe ne,' | declared in a voice of considerable surprise. 'l
seemto have—

"Left your wallet in your other trenchcoat again?
| sniled bravely. 'Wat can | say?

"You can say, Fange, ny best buddy, please accept nmy watch as a small down-paynent on my not
i ncon-si derable bar-bill.

"Sure thing.' | reached for ny watch and | swear | alnost had himgoing this tine. 'Wll, sw pe ne
double.' | displayed the naked wist. "My landlord got there first,' | explained in a voice of
deep regret.
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"So what's the deal, Laz?' It's three drinks on and Fangi o, who is now wearing ny fedora, is also
taking a lively interest in ny necktie. 'You on a case?

"It's the Big One,' says |, munching upon a hot pastram on toast. 'The crine of the century. The
Rel i gi ous Arte-facts Heist.'

"Religious artefacts, eh?" Fangi o nakes a knowi ng face, which | know and he knows | know, neans he
knows not hing. 'Wat are they, exactly?

"Holy objects,' | expand, because it costs ne nothing. 'Holy objects. Statues, pictures, icons,
things of that nature. And all of the Big E himself.'

Fangi o hurms; he's never |earned howto whistle. '"Are you buying or selling? he asks. 'Because if
you're selling, |I'd prefer the necktie.'

"I'mtracing is all. Strictly off the record. They wanted the best and |I'mthe best.’

"You certainly are, Laz. What | always say is that although you don't come cheap, you are thorough
and al ways get the job done.'

' Thanks. '

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...%620The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (25 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt

"Wth you one can expect a lot of gratuitous sex and violence, a trail of corpses and a final roof-
top show down.

"True.'
"No | oose ends, no spin-offs and all strictly in the "first person".’
"You noticed that?'

"I certainly did. So when will you be wanting to book the bar?
' Cone agai n?

The fat boy w nked ne his ol d-fashi oned wi nk. 'For the exchange.'
"You've |l ost ne.'

"Come off it, Laz. You only work the four sets . . . the office, here, the alley and the roof-top
Now, if you'll take
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my advice, the best place to nake the exchange, the girl for the artworks, or whatever, would be
here. No-one will want to hunp those heavy statues up to your office, the alleyway's too risky and
the roof-top is strictly final showmdowns. My bar is the obvious choice.'

"Yeah, | guess so.' | guessed so.

' So, when do you want to book the bar?" The fat boy takes out his appointnments diary. 'Shall
pencil you in now? Wat's this book called by the way? Do | get a big part? Should I have my agent
gi ve your agent a call?

"One thing at a tinme.' | put ny hands up. Everyone always wants to get a piece of the action
"Here,' says |, '"there's a guy down the end of the bar wants serving.' | gesture towards the

| awnmower rep fromBeta Reticuli who is rattling his wattles on the counter and m m ng death by
thirst. Fangi o, being the professional he is, goes off to do the business.

I loosen ny necktie. | need another drink. O course, if |I book the bar I mght get several on the
house. Or | might get a request for a down-paynent on the booking. It's a tricky business. But
then ain't everything?

| take time out to think. But not too nmuch. | need a lead on this thing and I need it now. O
possibly | needed it yesterday although | didn't know it at the time. But then perhaps yesterday
was where | was going to find all the answers. Answers to questions | hadn't even asked. O was
likely to. Thinking's a tricky business. But then ain't everything?

I knew | had to nake a phone call and | had to make a neet. | hail the fat boy who is now cl ubbi ng
the | awnmower rep around the heads and saying things such as 'this isn't that kind of a bar you

' Phone,' says |
"Necktie,' says he.

| dial out the nunber. It has twenty-seven digits. W' ve got a |lot of tel ephones now but |'ve got
a good nenory.
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Paid a small fortune for it. Sonething in the distance goes BRRR BRRR and this is followed by a
voi ce whi ch goes, 'Who's naking this noise?

"I's Vie there? | ask, like sand in a sal ad dressing.

"Who' s t hat ?
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" The nane's Whodbine," | reply. 'Lazlo Wodbine. Sorme call nme Laz.'

"Vie.'" | hear the voice call. 'There's a Lazl o Wodbean on the line for you.'
"Woodbi nd" But to no avail.

At length a voice fromthe past says, 'Laz, is that you?

I concur that indeed it is and nmake sone pretty specific enquiries. 'You still got that
thinganejig that you keep in the bucket?'

' The bucket with the |id?

' The very sane.'

"I still got it. You want it for a while?
"I"l'l have it back before you know.
"You al ways do.'

"W got a deal, then?

' Same price?

"Twenty-five big ones. That OK?
"Sure. \Were do we neet?

" You know Fangi o' s Bar?

"Sure. You buying?

"The al |l eyway outsi de?

Sure. You ain't then.'

Fi ve m nutes?'

"Better make it six. | gotta book up to get a hernia.’

Dodgi ng the draft agai n?

What did you do in the war, Laz?'

"W had a war? No-one told ne.' | replace the receiver. 'Thanks.' | tell Fange as | part with my
necktie.

"You suit the open neck, Laz.

"l got six mnutes to kill,' says |I. "Wy don't you give ne a conplete history of your sex life?
53

"Sure,' says Fange. 'But what are you going to do with the other five? A true professional, | kid
you not.

Pol i ce Chi ef Sam Maggott was having a 'rough one'. He canme froma long line of sweaty fat two-
di mensi onal cops who are al ways having a 'rough one' and al ways push back their caps, nop their
brows with over-sized red gi ngham hankies and say things |ike 'soneone's gonna have to tell the
commi ssi oner we've got a psycho on the | oose'

I don't know why they say it. Probably tradition or an old charter or sonething. | think the
hanki es are some kind of running gag, although |I've never found them particularly anusing.
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Sami's office was of great interest, containing, as it did, many vital clues to exactly what was
goi ng on. But sadly not yet.

Sergeant Murphy peeped in at Samis door. 'Any |eads, chief? he asked in that unconvinci ng Pseudo-
Irish brogue you only find in books |ike this.

Sam shook his jowl s. ' Soneone's gonna have to tell the conm ssioner we've got a cycle on the
| oose,’ he said.

"Shouldn't that be a psycho, sure and begorrah?’
"l said a psychic, didn't |?
"Sure you did, chief.' Mirphy closed the door behind him The chief was having a rough one.

Rex wasn't having a particularly smooth one hinmself. He was sitting in a paddy wagon between two
very | arge policenen.

It was a very |large paddy wagon, although it |ooked quite small fromthe outside, and it was very
crowded with the patrons fromthe Tonorrowran Tavern, none of whom seemed inclined to indulge in
any merry converse. Mst nursed bruises and all had been arrested upon of fences not unconnected
with the Riot Act.

Rex had tried the 'You' ve got the wong man' angl e,
54

but it hadn't got himanywhere. He rabbed his head. 'Just listen please, | got hijacked in this
Vol vo and the Vol vo got stolen and . '

‘Do you want ne to read you your rights or sinmply go on beating Shiva's sheep out of you?' Oficer
Cecil asked. 'It's all the sane to ne.'

"Please let nme explain . '
"l don't want you to explain. Take this.'

"Stop hitting nme.' Rex canme up for air. 'I'minnocent. Please stop.'

O ficer Cecil wiped Rex's blood fromhis nightstick and applied hinmself to his official police
not ebook. ' You are Rex Mundi ?'

"Yes, but. . .’

"Did you attenpt to give this nancy boy the Vulcan Death Gip?

"Chap off the telly.' The battered Garth fingered his neck

"He hit me with an icebucket.' Rex protested. O ficer Cecil bopped Rex on the head.
"Quch,' said Rex.

"This your billfold?

"No, but. . .°

"Did you punch out the news vendor?
Yes, but. . .’

Did you proposition this hooker in a public drinking house?

Rex turned towards Laura, who silently crossed her |egs and | ooked away in disgust.
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"I may have
"You want | shoul d bop you agai n?
"No. Al right, yes, | did."'

"You wearing white shoes in a blue suede shoe zone?

"1 what ?'

"This guy's going down,' Cecil told his brother. '"White shoes. We're talking "The Chair" here.'
"Hold on,' cried Rex. "Wat is all this?
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"Best soften himup a bit nore, Cec,' Sandy advised Cecil. "The chief's having a rough one today.
Cecil waggled his nightstick. 'These your genital organs?

'Yes, but—

There's sonme garbage cans and a wino fromcentral casting who sings to them There's a fire escape
with one of those retractable bottom sections. There's some flash-ing coloured |ights which give
the effect of nearby mai nstreet and sone noises off |like cars going by. It's wet underfoot and

ni ght sky overhead. Brick walls to either side.

I come down a couple of steps froma door with either NO ENTRY or EXIT painted on it. It doesn't
make a lot of difference. It's an alleyway. It's very like the one Arnie materializes in in
Terminator. But then an alleyway is an alleyway, and I ain't gonna give this one too many airs and

graces. After all, | never described Fangio's at all

I turn up ny trenchcoat collar. The open neck doesn't suit me. Nor does the chill wind which is
ruffling ny kiss-curl. I"'mstrictly a hat man. Known for it. Admred for it. I was hat man of the
year back in 'fifty-two. | nerge enigmatically into the shadows and listen to the sound of a

| onel y saxophone bei ng dubbed on afterwards.

'Laz?' calls a voice fromthe past. 'You there?

"Who's that?

"It's Vie here.'

| step fromthe shadows |ike a penny-whistle player in a cellar full of handbags.

"Ever the nmaster of disguise and description,' says Vie, which | appreciate |like you do when
soneone has stepped on the truth rather than in it. If you know what | mean, and |I'm sure that you
do.

"You got the thinganejig?

"I got it." Vie pats at his pocket. His pocket is in a safari suit of a type one rarely sees
nowadays. But then that's

56
Vie. He's an original. | could spend hours telling you what this guy's done and what he's got in
his wardrobe. But | figure, who gives a damm? Not nme, for one. | just hope he doesn't notice |'m

bar e- headed.
"l notice you're bare-headed,' says Vie.
'"So you say.'

"l gotcha.'
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"The thinganejig.' | never studied verbal gastronony so | don't know how to m nce words.

Vie pats his pocket again in away | find mldly irritating.

"1'm gonna want something big up front for this, Laz,' he says.

"Happy to oblige." |I knee Vie in the groin. Vie goes 'erg" the way one would and crunples on the
ground the way one does. He's out of the arny now, but |'mnot |ooking for a big thank you. Wat
I"mlooking for is in his patted pocket. | stoop down and root it out.

It's a green and | eafy spheroid about twice the size of sonething only half as big. A nminiature
golf ball, say. | hold it up to the light to assure nyself that it's the real Sylvester MCoy,
which it undoubtably is.

"Barry,' says |, for such is its nane. 'Barry, you and | got business.'

"No sweat, chief,' the Time Sprout replies. 'Wich one of your ears you want | shoul d squeeze in?
57

6. And in passing, Elvis did snite Levi also.

The Suburban Book of the Dead

Rex sat in the police cell clutching his privy parts and bitterly regarding his white shoes. He
knew wel I enough what was conming next. It always cane around this tine in the plot. He would be
dragged fromthe cell. Manhandl ed along a corridor. Flung into a roomw th a bright desk |anmp and
a gore-bespattered floor. Wacked in the ear and interrogated about things he knew nothing of.
Then, when things were really reaching a crisis point, he would cone up with sonme ingeni ous schene
and nake good his escape.

As it was all so inevitable, Rex wondered if perhaps he nmight sinply scrub around the painful bit
and nake his escape now.

A key turned in the lock and Rex rose to neet his fate.
"OK, Rex,' Oficer Cecil grinned into the cell. '"You're on.'

The journey up the corridor wasn't too bad. Cecil truncheoned hi mabout a bit and Sandy kicked him
in the ankle a couple of tines. But it was no great shakes. He was booted through a doorway, which
hurt a little, but not too nuch, and there was a carpet to break his fall this tinme.

The door slanmmed shut upon the usual mani c chuckl es.
58

' Take a seat,' said the voice of Sam Maggott. Rex | ooked up at the fat nan. 'Have we net?' he
asked.

Sam shook his head. 'But | know you, boy. Not often we get a big cheese like you in here.’
"Big cheese,' Rex nmade a wary face. 'Ah, yes.'

"Yes indeed. Here, let nme help you up.' Samdid so. And while he was so doing Rex took in his
surroundi ngs. They coul d have been far worse.

The office had nore than enough room for even amateur cat swinging. It was evenly lit, adequately
furni shed, pleasantly decorated, noderately well heated. Very adjectival. There was a desk, a
chair, a watercooler, a ceiling fan, a filing cabinet, a previously-nmentioned carpet, a w ndow and
a door, which was where Rex cane in. Rex did notice two things of considerable interest.

The first was the 1947 Rock-d a jukebox. It was clearly the 1426 nodel. Basically the sanme as the
1422, but with the nmetal grille which replaced the earlier wooden one and the now cl assi c Mot her
of Plastic jewel effect. The side pilasters featured the new turning cylinders and the di anond-
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quilted gold fabric superseded the original Art Deco nural, which was, by then, |ooking sonewhat
dat ed.

The other was the large portrait of Elvis Presley that hung behind Maggott's desk.
Sam s plunmp paws mani pul ated Rex into the vertical plane. He dusted down Rex's jacket.
"Nice fabric, if alittle tight under the arnpits. You OK?'

‘"Not especially.’

'Take a seat.' Samindicated a confy-|ooking sof a.

Rex dropped on to it. 'Thanks.'

"You want a drink or somnething?

" That woul d be nice.'’

"Murphy.' Sam spoke to the ceiling. 'Get our guest a drink, will ya?

"Ten-four, chief,' said a voice from above.

"l don't think | quite understand.' Rex studied the
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ceiling and then he studied Sam 'WII| you not be wanting to beat nme up then?

"Beat you up?' Sam nmade mirth. Rex knew he'd be reaching for the red gi ngham hankie, and he did.
Sam mopped his brow. 'Beat you up? Hell, no. How would that | ook for the departnent? Not good in
the ratings, that's how Nah, | just want to sort things out is all.’

"No el ectrodes?
' Nah.'

"No nightsticks in the nether regions?
"Nah.'

"No reading me ny rights?

' Nah.'

I"I'l be off then," said Rex, brightening not a little. 'Very nice to have net you.'
Sam showed Rex his 'piece'. It was a big chrome one with a |ong polished barrel.
"Hm ' said Rex.

Knock knock, went the door.

" Cone,' said Sam

Mur phy came. Drinks on a tray. And napkins.

Sam made the introductions all round. Mirphy shook Rex warmy by the hand. '| never mss your
show. Tell ne, those folks, do you really . . . ?

"Every tinme.'
" Shiva's sheep!'’

' Goodbye, Murphy.'
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' Goodbye, chief. Nice to neet you, M Mindi." Mirphy took his | eave whistling 'Danny Boy'. Sam
passed Rex a drink and waddl ed back to his chair. 'You wanna tell ne all about it?

" About the show?'
"Nah. | don't give that— Sam made an explicit gesture, '—about your show.'

"Ah.' Rex sipped his drink. Tonorrowran Brew. 'Then there's not nmuch to tell. My car was stolen. |
went into a bar to call a policeman. A nad news vendor arrived

60

and two cops brutalized nme. | shan't press charges. WIIl you call ne a cab?
"You're a cab.'

"lI've never thought rmuch of that gag. Am | being charged with anything or what?
"Do you want to make your phone call?

Rex finished his drink. 'Not yet.'

"OK. Then we'll keep this off the record. | don't want to hold you, you know that. | give you
grief, your station gives nme grief. That's showbiz, | guess. But listen to ne. | don't |ike who
you are and | don't |ike what you do. If it was up to nme, then you and your station would be off
the air. 1 can't touch you, but | can make your life difficult. Know what | nean?

Rex had a reasonably good idea. He | et Sam conti nue.

T can harass your boyfriends, screw up your credit, bust you every time you take a tinkle. I don't
need your kind of trouble and you don't need mne. Got ne?'

' Got you.'

'So what are you going to do about it?

"Bribe you?

Sam shook hi s head.

"Get out of your sight and never darken your doorway again?'
Sam shook it once nore.

"I"'msorry.' Rex was. 'What do you want ne to do?

Sam del ved into a drawer and brought out a pair of blue suede shoes. He tossed themto Rex, who
al rost caught them

"Put themon.' Samgestured with suprenme distaste towards Rex's footware. 'Take off those Goddam
bl asphenous brogues and dunp themin the bin. I'll say nothing this tinme, but you owe ne a bhig
one. Got it?

"CGot it." Rex had got many things in his tine but this however wasn't one of them He took off the
| oat hsone | oafers and dropped theminto the wastepaper bin
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sli pped on the bl ue suedes, and prepared to take his |eave.
"Just one nore thing, fella.'

Rex half turned. 'Yes?

"Any chance of tickets for your show? The wife's a big fan.'
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Barry and | wal k these nean streets together. These streets have no nane, there's blood on the
tracks and a darkness on the edge of town. But that's the way we like it. W're on the road to
Hell and it ain't paved with good intentions.

| take Barry back to nmy office. Qutside ny wi ndow the neon sign flashes on and off the way sone of
them do*, and inside the carpet | ooks no better for it.

'"So what's the deal then, chief?

| place Barry upon nmy desk. He's put on a bit of weight since last we net, so it's a top-pocket
nunmber rather than an in-your-ear job. | crack open a bottle of Bud, light up a Canel and in the
cause of exposition (cos like | say |I'mnot enigmatic) explain what's to do. | display the dane's
wat chrmacal lit, run the hol ographies and tal k through the noving pictures.

"There's two to finger,' says |I. 'The big heist at the Museum of Mankind. The entire theol ogica
section gone in the twinkling of a fly's eye. No alarms thrown. No evidence of break in. Just
gone.'

" Sone big nunber, chief. But how do these two fit into it? W put themin the frane?

| explain further. "These two busted out froma penal colony on Cygnus Major a day after the
hei st. Same set up. No alarms thrown. No evidence of break out.'

*In the filmversion of Blood On My Trenchcoat, directed by Ray Dennis Steckler and starring Cash
Fl agg as Laz, the neon sign flashed the words jaehbul on beer. P.P. Penrose states in his biography
of Woodbi ne, Sone Called H m Laz, that Jahbulon is the '"ineffable name of the Great Architect of

t he Uni verse'
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"A day after the heist, chief? | don't get it.'
"Do the nanmes Johnny Dee and Ed Kelley nmean anything to you?

"Dee and Kell ey? But chief, those two cost you your wi fe, your job at the departnment, a dog named
Bl ue and six nonths in intensive care.

"I know that.' | knew that. 'Two of the nost dangerous nen in the gal axy. Tenpus Fugitives. Time-
travelling crimnals. None neaner and none snarter. See the beauty of their evil schenme. Using a
tinme-travel ling device they bust out of jail, go back and commit the robbery on the previous day.

This gives themnot only the perfect alibi but a chance to sell all the loot, and raise the cash
to purchase the time-travelling device to break out of jail with.'

"Er, chief ... | don't think that quite . . .’

"This is one we can't play by the book, Barry. It's going to need a |ot of thought.'
"Certainly nore than you've given it so far.'

"What's that, Barry?

" Not hi ng, chief.'

"l got a big score to settle with these two. A big score.' | suck upon ny cigarette, strike a
manly pose against the flashing neon and nuse upon the exact dimensions of the score | have to
settle.

"You suit the open neck, Laz,' says Barry. 'Good strong profile, also.'

Thanks.' | never court a conplinent, but when one's offered | know howto take it. Only a frog
wets its own bed when there's a rain hat in the closet.

"Sounds like it could be a tricky business, chief. These two could now be anywhere, at any tine,
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di sgui sed as anybody and travelling under any nane and if | recall correctly, you only work the
four sets.'

"Just the sane four.'

"Does rather limt our field of operations, chief. You couldn't stretch a point and add, say, a
mar ket pl ace

63
in ancient Rone or a bordello in nineteenth-century Paris?

| raise the eyebrow of adnoni shment towards the Tinme Sprout. He knows the score. Me and himgo
back a long way. A |ong way.

"Renenber that run in we had in Atlantis? 1 ask

"Sure, chief. Wasn't that in Death Wars a G een TuxedoT*

"You got it.'

"Where we tracked down M cky "Spangl es" MMirdo, otherwi se known as the Manhattan Mangier?
"Go on.'

"Well, as | recall, Spangles had gone Tenpus Fugitive and set hinself up as the high priest in the
tenpl e of BAH REAH the All Knowi ng.'

"Correct.’

"A tenpl e of uninaginable splendour, twice the size of the Yankee Stadium A tenple whose gol den
adornments and jewel encrusted statuary made that of Solonon |look like a five-and-dine.'

'That's the one. And do you also recall where | nade the arrest?
‘In a darkened alleyway at the rear of the tenple, wasn't it?

I lower the eyebrow of adnonishnent, which is begin-ning to give nme a headache, and make a know ng
wi nk. 'You ever see a city without an all eyway?

"No, chief. You got ne on that one.'

I knew that | had. The run in with Spangles had cost nme three children, a goldfish called Neville,
Iife nenber-ship of the G oucho Club and two years in Detox. But that was all water under the knee
as far as | was concer ned.

"So, Barry. To work.' | flick my snoul dering cigarette butt out through the open wi ndow and settle
back into

*A Lazl o Wodbine thriller.
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my chair. Fromthe street bel ow comes a sudden cry of pain, a squealing of notor-cycle tyres and a
nunber of deafening crashes. | get up and dose the window. | need interruptions now like a five-
bar gate needs a continental breakfast. 'To work.

"Right, chief.'

"The way | see it, Barry. | got a big score to settle with these two. A big score." | light up
anot her cigarette, strike a manly pose agai nst the flashing neon and nuse once nore upon the exact
di nensions of the score | have to settle.

But as that kind of stuff can get a little sanmey after a while, | decide to take a dive under ny
desk i nstead.
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The bull et sang through the etched glass of ny par-tition door, ate a hole out of the nmiddle of ny

chair-back and buried its face in ny wall. | don't wait for Goddo, | tear the trusty Smith and
Wesi ey from ny shoul der hol ster and cone up firing. The barrel spits its Cargo of Death* | punp
five rounds through the door and hear the body fall, rise to ny feet and dust down ny trenchcoat.

"Ni ce shooting, chief. Wio do you think you killed?

"Couldn't say.' | check ny cuffs. Sometimes when you take a dive for cover you |lose a button. This
time I was | ucky.

" Thi nk we shoul d go over and check out the corpse?

I shake ny head. 'No can do.' | give the belt |oops the once-over, an awkward di ve can often put
undue strain on the stitching. It |ooked OK, though

"But chief, the identity of the assassin could be just what you need to bust the whol e case wi de
open.'

| give ny head another shake. | noticed a small grease stain on ny left lapel, but it was nothing
to worry about. Any | eading brand of spot renover could handl e that.

"But chief . . .'

*A Lazl o Wodbine thriller.
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"What, Barry?7 | straighten my collar.
"The body, chief."’

"Do you see any body, Barry?'
"No chief, but. ..°

And why don't you see any body, Barry?

Because he fell outside in the corridor, chief.
" And?'
"And you don't work corridors, chief. Sorry.

"Don't nention it, Barry. You just got carried away in the heat of the nonment. That's why |I'mthe
hero of this novel and you ain't.'

"That's all you know, Shithead.'
"What's that, Barry?
" Not hi ng, chief.'

The big front hall of the police station |ooked very nuch the way they al ways do. Cavernous,
echoey. A lot of cops with sharp-1ooking unifornms and seen-it-all expressions berating all and
sundry and reading people their rights. Super-Fly-style pinps, all broad-brinmed hats, |ong

| eat her overcoats and stack-sol ed shoes, naking free with the 'F word and demandi ng the return of
their "old ladies'. Street punks w th bandaged heads being comforted by girls in black bondage
wear. A padre consoling the parents of a nmurder victim A bag |ady singing. Gang boys with
headbands and oily teeshirts calling everybody 'hones'. Wnos pleading the fifth anendnent.
Detectives in shirtsl eeves punching the coffee nachine. Prostitutes in short fur coats | ooking
like Tina Turner. Recidivists doing whatever it is they do.

You' ve seen the novies, you know what | nean.
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Rex collected his 'personal effects' froma desk sergeant who bore an uncanny resenbl ance to
Spencer Tracy.

"Sign here.' The desk sergeant turned clipboard and pen toward Rex. Rex shook his head and si gned.
It didn't make a ot of sense. They were giving himback the stolen billfold and everyt hi ng.
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"Well, I'lIl be off then.' Rex turned to be just that.
Oficer Cecil loomed large. 'This way out, Rex.' He took a firmgrip upon the hero's right el bow

and steered himtowards a side corridor which Rex correctly surnmsed led to a nice quiet alley.

"Ch no.' Rex jerked back. 'No nore hitting. The chief says you are to extend ne every courtesy. |
will leave by the front door, if you don't mnd.

‘Il do mind as it happens.
"Cecil.' Rex stood his ground. 'Don't you ever get tired of all the m ndl ess viol ence?

Ceci| scratched his shaven head with the business end of his truncheon. "Well.. . now that you
mention it. No. And it's Officer Cecil to you. Cone on.'

"COfficer Cecil. Don't you feel that there might be a little nore to |ife than whacki ng peopl e
about with your nightstick?

"I'"ve never given the matter a lot of thought,' said Oficer Cec. '|I personally subscribe to a
somewhat syn-cretic world view It is ny inherent belief, founded | m ght add, upon observation
and experience, rather than conjecture and theory, that society consists of two basic castes.
Nanely, in essence, those who get whacked and those who do the whacki ng. Now, you m ght consider
this an overly-sinplistic dichotony, issued by an apol ogi st as a disclainer for the practice of
brutalism But there you would be misinterpreting the under-lying pluralistic duality which
subdi vi des the sociol ogical framework and constitutes what Jung referred to as "an unfol ded
totality synbol, the self in its enpirical aspect”.

"1 woul d?'

"You woul d. You see, the netaphor is axiomatic. Which is to say that at an unconscious |evel the
whacker and t he whackee becone one and the sane. The naster becones the servant, the punisher the
puni shed. Have you ever read Sir John Rimer's Differential Determitions
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of Psychophysi cal Judgenents and their Significance in the Transposition of Relational Responses?
"l believe | night have skimred through it.'

"Fascinating work,' Cecil continued. 'Suggests that we each hold within ourselves the germ of
Godhood, but that we create our own linitations through an ingrai ned subconsci ous desire to nerge
with the whole, rather than draw apart and find our true selves. The text does at time becone
sonewhat sesqui pedalian but | can enpathize with the syllogismbehind it.

"Yes,' said Rex. '"lI'msure that you can.'

"So if you'll kindly acconpany ne to the alleyway I'll give you a sound whacking and we'll say no
nore about it.'

"Fair enough,' said Rex. '"Down this way is it?
68
5. And later Elvis did play Menphis which was then in Egypt. And greatly

did the gig go down. 6. But afterwards the cheque of Pharaoh
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did bounce mghtily.
The Subur ban Book of the Dead

Rex didn't receive a whacking in the alley. Instead, he and Cecil discussed Wttgenstein's

Phi | osophi cal Investigations, |ogical positivismand the Hegelian dialectic, in which the
contradiction between a proposition and its antithesis is resolved into a higher truth. They
touched upon Gestalt psychol ogy and be-haviour potentiality and finally, as it was growi ng |ate,
Cecil shook Rex by the hand, hailed a cab for him rucked a fifty-dollar bill into his top pocket
and instructed the cab driver to drop Rex off at an inexpensive room ng house where he m ght be
put up for the night.

Rex thanked Cecil very nuch, promised to return his copy of Human Reactions in a Maze of Fixed
Orientations as soon as he'd read it, and was driven off into the night.

Rex sank back into his seat, praying for all he was worth that the road ahead was not paved with
runni ng gags about psychol ogy.

Havi ng driven Rex through streets of ever-increasing ghastliness, the cab driver dropped him off
on a wi nd-bl own corner. He waived the fare upon Rex's pronise of free tickets for the Nemesis show
and nmentioned in
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passi ng that he had once had Signund Freud's great-granddaughter in the back of his cab

Rex smiled his thanks and enquired exactly which of the sordid-1ooking buildings in the run-down
nei ghbour - hood t he cabby recomrended.

"Over there pal. It's down at the end of Lonely Street, it's called
"No. Don't tell ne," Rex replied. 'I think I know exactly what it's called.
'K then, pal. Have a nice day.'

Rex trudged down to the end of Lonely Street and gazed up at the gaunt hotel. Warm and wel comi ng
it wasn't. Four storeys of grey concrete relieved by win-dows of blackened glass. Rex shook his
head; this promised to be a bundl e of |aughs.

He sl ouched up the down-trodden steps, pushed open a creaking door and entered an ill-lit |obby. A
si ngl e naked bul b nanaged to cast a wan grey light, which suited the all-grey decor just fine. Rex
peered through the gloomtowards two figures, hunched in attitudes of disconsolation at the
reception desk.

' Good evening,' said Rex.

' God?' The bell hop's tears kept flowi ng. The desk clerk remained in that hue which is forever
ni ght.

Rex smiled cheerfully upon them '1'd |like a roomfor the night.'

"Aroomfor the night?" The bell hop collapsed into further sobbings. The desk clerk fixed Rex
with a bitter glare.

"Are you taking the piss, or what?
"No. I'd like a roomfor the night. That's all."’

‘"I'd like a roomfor the night.' The sarcasmin the desk clerk's voice was not |ost upon Rex.
"Wl l, you can't have one.

"Way not ?'

"Can you read?' The desk clerk thunmbed over his shoulder. The sign on the wall said
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BROKEN- HEARTED LOVERS ONLY. BY ORDER OF THE MANAGEMENT.

"Hm ' Rex maintained an even tone. "Then, if that's the case, you can consider me as broken-
hearted as they cone. Single room please, just for the one night.'

"You don't | ook very broken-hearted to ne.'

"I"'mputting on a brave face. Were do | sign?

"You don't.' The desk clerk folded his arns. 'If you want my opinion, |I'd say that you're down but
by no neans out. It's probably just the jacket. If you'll take ny advice you'll trot back up the
street. There's a hotel there, The Elton, which caters for travellers with ill-fitting suits.'

Rex could feel the red mist conming on. He'd had a 'rougher one' than Sam Maggott. ' Now just you
see here. | was recomended to this establishnent by a certain Oficer Cecil. Perhaps you know
him Big chap, penchant for sadism'

" Everyone knows O ficer Cecil,' blubbered the bell hop

"Vell, he's a very dose friend of mne and he's going to be mghtily displeased if he | earns that
you refused nme a room In fact— as Rex had given up on the truth he thought he m ght as well
press right on '—n fact, | happen to work for the Police Departnment as an under-cover agent.'

" Under cover agent, eh?' The desk clerk fingered his chin. "Wll listen to ne, fella. | don't care

if you're an estate agent, a travel agent, a literary agent or a bloody chenical re-agent. It's
nmore than my job's worth to let you in here. This is a broken-hearted | overs' zone and that's
that .’

" Under cover agent?' The bell hop sobbed deeply. 'Damed heretic, nmore like.

"Heretic?' Rex recalled the Curious Case of the Bl as-phenous Brogues. 'Now just let nme get this
straight. This is Heartbreak Hotel. It's down at the end of Lonely Street. It has a bell hop whose
tears keep flowi ng and a desk
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derk who dresses as you do. And it only rents roons to broken-hearted | overs, who no doubt spend
their time here crying in the gloom Am|l right so far?7

"You certainly know your scripture.'

"Scripture . Rex paused. 'Scripture, you say? Thus it would be heresy for anyone other than a
br oken-hearted | over to check-in here?

The bell hop and the desk derk exchanged gl ances. Rex sought to discern a nunber of unspoken words
bei ng passed to and fro.

Finally the desk derk spoke once nore. 'Don't | know you?' he asked.
"No," said Rex. 'You don't.'

"Yes | do. You're that chap off the telly.'

"No!" screaned Rex. 'I'mnot!’

"He is.' The bell hop blew his nose. 'He does that gane show where all the contestants get—
"1 don't.'

"Wll, listen to me fella, and listen well. | don't care who you are or what you are. But broken-
hearted | over you ain't. And if you don't get out of this hotel | shall be forced to call a Repo
Man. And neither of us want that, do we?'

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...%620The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (38 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt

"A Repo Man?' The words went click in Rex's head. 'Tell me what you think of this.' He fished out
the billfold and di splayed the card whi ch had waved goodbye to Laura Lynch's |egs.

"Ch.' Whatever colour there nmight have been drained at once fromthe desk clerk's face. 'Onh, |

see, sir. Yes indeed ... Well, | trust you are satisfied with nmy stoidsm... | do ny job well,
sir. You'll find no deviants or heretics here. Ch no, indeed.

'Good.' Rex nodded politely. 'I"mvery pleased to hear it. Now | shall require a roomfor the
ni ght.'

"Ch yes, sir. Certainly." Wth an unsteady hand the desk derk took down a key from beneath the
BROKEN- HEARTED LOVERS ONLY si gn
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"Bell hop. Check that this roomis suitable for our honoured guest.'’

"Yes sir,' The bell hop left his danp patch of carpet and sped off at the treble.

"Never stops crying, that one, sir. Credit to his calling.'

‘"I see.' Rex didn't really. 'Wiy does he cry all the tinme, by the way? |'ve always wondered.'

"I've never given it a lot of thought, sir. In my opinion it probably stens from sone chil dhood
crisis. Possibly a nother fixation. A deep-seated Cedi pus conplex would result in a negative
psycho- physi cal response to outer stimuli. A subject in such a state of inner tension could only
find relief fromhis retroactive inhibitions via an enpotional trigger. Mre a conditioned reflex
than a conscious desire to cry. Have you ever read—

Rex stepped forward and punched the desk clerk's lights out.
"Very anusing,' said he.

Presently the bell hop returned. He spied out the prone psychol ogi st but didn't broach the matter.
He led Rex up a flight of shabby stairs and opened a door before him

"This is our best room sir. | hope it nmeets with your approval. Should you require anything don't
hesitate to ring down. O course, normally we ignore all calls fromour guests. Managenment policy,
all in keeping with Holy Wit.'

"Adnirable.’

" Thank you, sir. W aimto depress.' He dosed the door upon Rex and shuffled away down the
corridor weeping at the top of his voice.

Rex gave the roomthe once-over. To say that it was wetched would be to sing its praises. The
tonb-1i ke chanber contained a mserable bunk, a joyless chair, a dispirited chest of drawers, a
real Job's conforter of a television and a carpet so woebegone as to bring a tear to a glass eye.

73

Rex shook his head. 'Very cosy.' He wandered over to the chest of drawers and gave the top one a
pull. The grief-laden handle came off in his hand. Rex sighed and worned his finger into the hole.
He worked the drawer open. Several bottles of gin, a cut-throat razor and a dozen boxes of

sl eeping pills caught his jaundi ced peeper

"Hm ' went Rex. 'Courtesy of the nanagenment no doubt.' He hel ped hinself to a bottle of gin and
sl unped on to the bed. The mattress had evidently been stuffed with flints. There was no sign of a
pi |l | ow.

Rex uncapped the bottle and sniffed it suspiciously. He took a small swig and tried to nmake sone
sense of it all. Here he was in Heartbreak Hotel. In a city called Presley which appeared to be
somewhere in the USA. In a tine which was his own but a world which wasn't. A world of curious
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| aws, where his living double ran the dreaded Nenmesis show and Repo Men were sonmething to fear

It was all a little confusing. O was it? Rex took a larger swig of gin and turned around to
confront the Job's conforter

"Let's see what you have to say for yourself,' he said.

O course there was no renote controller, so Rex dragged the set across to the bed, sat down
before it and pressed the

on .

A picture wavered uncertainly on to the screen. A female tal king head of sone fanmiliarity
announced, ' MI'WIV news on the hour every five nminutes.'

'Ch yes?'
"And the big story this evening is still the alien kidnapping.
"VWhat ?'

' Two- headed | ove-child Harpo,' Chico, son of Gscar-w nning star Debbie N xon and international rock
i dol Moj o, was snatched in broad daylight fromthe G acel and Shopping Mall by invisible
creatures.'

' What ?
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"The devastated couple, still under heavy sedation and seen here | eaving the Tom Parker Menoria
Hospital, took tine out to speak to our reporter Dick Adanski.

Di ck: 'Debbie, Mjo, any word yet of Harpo,' Chico?
Mbj o: ' Nope.
Di ck: 'How are you and your fragrant w fe bearing up?

Mojo: 'Cbviously it's a pretty traumatic time for us both. I"'mjust glad we're with the Tom Par ker
medi -care plan. A programe tailored to the personal needs of its clients. A caring service which
offers a conplete across-the-range facility, enploying full state-of-the-art tech-nology and the
back-up of qualified nedical practitioners. For just fifty dollars down and twenty a nonth we
get —

"What ?' Rex changed channel

"Don't ness with this guy, he knows karate.'

"Goes with the sickle," the on-screen Presley replied.

" Roust about!' Rex brought the sound up further and peered at Elvis. It wasn't Elvis.

It's not Elvis,' said Rex.

"And this particular sickle,' the |ookalike continued, 'is a Koshibo Conmander 7500. Six val ve,
hyper-glide turbo. It gives me the kind of ride |I'mlooking for at a price | can afford."

"Eh?' went Rex, who had tired of "what?'. He tried another channel. It broadcast non-stop
comrercials, as did another and anot her and another. Rex gave his head another shake, pressed
anot her channel and then took a very unpl easant turn.

H's own face leered out at him 'Wlcone,' it cried. "To . . . wait for it ... NEMESIS. . .' The
band struck up, the lights all flashed, the bells rang, the special star-buzzer buzzed and a very
| arge studio audience threw itself about with orgiastic fervour

Rex gazed in horrified fascination. It was him There. True in each and every detail. His very
doppel ganger.
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Rex gazed on, dunbstruck. He heard his own voice as
75
it whipped up the audi ence. Watched the face as it grinned and w nked.

And then sonething touched him Sonething that chilled himto the marrow and overwhel med himw th
revul si on.

An uncontrol | abl e | oathing entered his veins |ike poison and struck at his heart. That creature on
the screen wasn't him Nothing like. It was sone dark mrror-image, a travesty, a hideous nockery.
An evil opposite.

The swal l owed gin was once nore in his nouth. Rex croaked, gagged and vonmited into the face of his
ot her self.

The face of the ANTI-REX
76

7. And Elvis was dead put out that Pharaoh shoul d have stitched himup. And he did curl his lip
and cry out to

his many fans saying, 'Forget the pyranids, we're out of here!
The Suburban Book of the Dead

Rex pushed back the sick-bespattered tele-vision and wi ped his mouth on the bed sheet. Hi s hands
wer e shaki ng and his head swam He needed a gl ass of sonmething, and not gin. Water, perhaps?

The room didn't boast a wash basin anongst its other lacks of attraction and so Rex sought out the
house phone. It lay beneath the bed. Di sconnected.

There had to be a bat hroom somewhere, surely. Rex took hinself off to hunt for it. He padded
softly down the corridor; he had no wish to disturb any of the broken-hearted |overs at such a
| at e hour.

Rex paused at the head of the staircase. Hushed, yet urgent voices reached his ear. He crept down
a few steps and peeped between the banisters. The bell hop and the desk clerk were jabbering in
low tones to a pair of tall, dark and dangerous-1ooking types. Rex craned forward to overhear the
conver sati on.

"That's why | called you,' whispered the fat-1ipped desk clerk. 'He represented hinself as a Repo
Man, but he's no LCP . . .

"And he's not the chap off the telly,' the bell hop put
77
in. "The chap off the telly was just on the telly a few ninutes ago.'

"And he punched ny lights out,' the desk clerk complained. 'Not the chap off the telly, that is

"Heretic,' nuttered the bell hop. 'Deviant and sub-versive. No doubt about it.

One of the dark and dangerous-1 ooki ng types spoke. The voice was deadpan, netallic. Mre a
phoneni ¢ broadcast than real speech. It was the voice of a machine.

"You have acted pronptly and with correctness, citizen. We will deal with the matter now Pl ease
vacate the prem ses and take cover fromthe bl ast.

'The blast?' The desk clerk flapped his hands. 'No. Wait. . .'
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"W nust explode the entire building. Elimnate any possible source of contanination.
"But destroy the whole hotel? Isn't that being sone-what over-zeal ous?

The second danger ous-1 ooking type spoke with the first. 'Perhaps these two have al ready becone
con-tam nated. Better they remain here and die.’

The desk clerk now took to winging his hands. 'No sirs, please. W're not contam nated. W call ed
you, didn't we?

'Then | eave at once.'
"But our livelihoods?

"You will be allocated new parts. There are always vacancies at street level. As you will be both
honel ess and unenpl oyed you will be perfectly qualified. Present yourselves here tonorrow at ten.
An official fromthe Departnent of Human Resources will be waiting.'

The desk clerk gnawed on his knuckles. 'The other guests, then? You can't kill themall. That goes
against the prine directive of Managenent Services. Waste not, want not.'

'Remai n where you are,' ordered dark and dangerous nunber one. 'We will cogitate upon this
matter.'
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A long mnute passed. The bell hop chewed his handkerchi ef and the desk cl erk hopped from one foot
to the other. Rex hovered in anticipation. The two enigmatic visitors remained still as dunm es.
They weren't breathing.

Suddenly they both spoke at once, frightening the life out of the bell hop

"W are instructed to observe a course of damage limtation. W will |ocalize the area of
devast ation. Wi ch room does the deviant inhabit?

' Room nunber six. Up the stairs and first on the left.’

"Thank you, citizen. You may return to your duties.' The dark and dangerous pair turned as one and
stal ked towards the staircase.

The bell hop broke down in tears.

" Ah, shaddup!' said the desk clerk

The dark and dangerous pair strode al ong the corridor

Rex wat ched them from the second-fl oor |anding, where he now lay in hiding.

The dark and dangerous pair halted before the door of room nunber six.

"Heat trace and organic residues registered within. Two nmetres, 33° SSW' said one.
"Three-netre controll ed pul se, contained exterior shock effect,' said the other

They placed their palns gently against the door. Rex heard a dull hunmm ng sound which rose swiftly
to a shrill whine. There cane a nuffled thunp fromw thin roomnunber six. Then a shock wave whi ch
popped Rex's ears and | oosened his bowels. Then silence.

Rex peeped over the banister rail. The dark assassins turned fromthe door and marched back al ong
the corridor.

Rex listened to their heavy synchroni zed footsteps. They went down the stairs, along the hall. Rex
heard the street door slam And then silence once nore. Wth dry nmouth and poundi ng heart he crept
down the stairs and
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approached room nunber six. He tried the handle. Then he stifled his own scream The handl e was
red hot.

Rex blew on to his scorched mtt and cursed beneath his breath. He thrust his hand into his jacket
pocket and quickly turned the handl e.

The door fell open and Rex's mouth did |ikew se. The roomwasn't exactly the way he had left it.

A crisp circle of destruction, three netres in dianeter had cut the very heart out of the room
Wthin it nothing whatever remai ned.

At the boundary of the circle the bed slunped forward in an attitude of prayer. Its bottom end,
sliced off in a sweeping arc, exposed the rocky innards of the mattress to quite striking effect.
The front of the chest of drawers had undergone sinmilar heroic surgery, cleanly razored away. Rex
glinmpsed a bottle sheared fromtop to bottom

O the sick-splattered television no trace renmained but for a sparking wire which terninated at
the edge of the terrible circle of nothingness.

I used to shoot a lot of pool back in the old days. Helped ne to forget, | guess. In this business
there are times when you need to forget. And others when you need to renenber. Like now, for
i nstance.

Li ke now | needed to renenber a face. A face | used to know before | shot pool. A face | had now
forgotten. It was a long face. A face with a deft chin, a broad nouth, even teeth and a small scar
on the upper lip. There was a nose to crack jokes on and a pair of dark eyebrows which shaded two

of the greenest eyes |'ve ever seen. The ears were small, the left had a nole on the | obe, the
right didn't. The whol e sheebang was franmed by a nop of soft amber hair. | knew that face al nost
as well as | knew nmy own. But | just couldn't call it to mnd

"The nan's a conpl ete buffoon.'

"What's that, Barry?

" Not hi ng, chief.’
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"Did | ever tell you about how | used to shoot pool, Barry?
"Many tinmes, chief. Can't say you had ne riveted.

' You got somet hi ng agai nst pool ?'

"The concept of men with |ong sticks knocking i nnocent green spheroids into holes doesn't hold a
lot of charmfor ne, as it happens. WIIl we be making a start on solving the case soon, or do you
want to sit back in your chair again and consider the exact dinensions of the score you have to
settle?

| give Barry the cold, hard ook |I usually keep for Tuesdays.
"CK,' said |I. 'What have we got so far?

"Very little in the way of action.'

"I''"m saving nyself.'

"Sure you are, chief.'

"The way | see it, Barry, we have to | ook for the connection.

"I"'mlistening, chief. Just.'
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"There's always a M Bi g behind every operati on.
"The guy who takes the plunge off the roof at the end, right?
"Right. And the only way to find M Big is to go | ooking.'

" Shrewd thinking, chief. So where do you propose to start?

"Well . . ." | make that quite a long well. Then |I say, 'W start on 28 July 2061."

"CGood grief!' Barry falls off ny desk on to the carpet that dare not speak its nanme. He's rattl ed.
I pick himup and give hima quick wi pe over. 'Rattled? | enquire.

"Er . . . um. . . how exactly, did you cone up with that particular date?

I have himthere and he knows that 1 knew that | do. 1 just reasoned it out,' | tell him casua

as a courgette in a crock of court-bouillon. 'Let ne explain .
"Wbodboon?' The voice cones to nme fromthe corridor
81

It's a voice | know al nbst as well as | know my own. It belongs to Charlie Swinburn, ny |andlord,
and it con-tinues thus: 'Wodboon, there's another stiff outside your office bleeding on ny
carpet. That's the fifth this week. Conme out and shift it or there's gonna be trouble. And this
wat ch you foisted on me for the rent don't work.

"July 28th 2061,' | tell Barry. 'And step on the gas.' 'Any specific |ocation you favour, chief?
' How about the alleyway behind Heartbreak Hotel on Lonely Street? 'Wy there, chief?

I have him again and he knows it, but |I don't want to shanme the little guy.
"Just a hunch,' | tell himas we head Backwards Into Peril*

Rex found the fire escape, an iron staircase which term nated in one of those retractable bottom
sections. Rex swung down upon it into the alleyway. He was cold, tired and hungry, and he dearly
needed the toilet. Rex nmade the furtive eye novenents of the fugitive and nerged into the shadows.

"I wish | was hone in ny bed,' said Rex.

At the end of the alleyway a |l ong black car cruised into the night. Rex glinpsed the passing
profiles of the dark and dangerous non-nen. The car rose suddenly into the sky and streaked away.

Rex turned up the collar of his armpit-hugging jacket and bl ew into cupped hands. 'If only I had
the faintest idea of what's going on here,' he said, between blowings. 'I"'mcertain | could nake a
really positive contribution to the plot. It just isn't fair.

And how right he was. But then, if there was any fairness in the world, this book woul d probably
never

*A Lazl o Wodbine thriller.
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have been witten in the first place. Rankin would have retired years ago on the Nobel Prize nobney
and the nunerous lucrative filmdeals on books past. He would no doubt be laid out in sone

excl usive Thailand brothel with one of those exotic eastern | adies being lowered on to his John
Thomas in the now | egendary revol ving split-cane bucket seat even as we speak. But there you go.
O don't, as the case may be.

Rex sank down the wall, hugged his knees and fell into an uneasy sleep. Wat he really needed was
one of those useful coincidences to help things along. But they're such a cliche, aren't they?

A rear door opened and a figure issued into the alleyway. The figure was the desk clerk. He was
drunk and he fell directly over Rex Mindi
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Rex | eapt fromsleep and pinned the man in black against the wall. 'Speak to ne,' he said.
The desk clerk covered his face. 'No. You're dead.

"Not yet. | need answers.

"l don't know any.'

"What is a Repo Man?'

"I don't know.'

Rex snote the desk clerk. 'Tell me if you wish to live.'

"A Repository Man. An LCP.'

"LCP?

"Liquid Crystal Person. Leave ne al one.'

' Those two who blew up ny room They were . LCPs?"

"Who are you?

"Your best friend or your worst eneny. Wat do they do?

"Repo Men maintain the status quo. Mintain balance. That's what we all do, isn't it?
"Who do they work for? The nman on the Nenesis show? Tell ne.'

"H nP No.'

"Who then?

83

"The departnent. The Departnent of Human Re-sources.'

" And what about Elvis?'

"Elvis? Leave ne al one.’

"Not yet. Elvis. Wo is he to you? Wiat is he?

"Are you mad?

"Who is he?" Rex slapped the desk clerk's face. He didn't like doing it, but "Elvis. What is
he?'

"He's God. For Cod's sake. Elvis is God!"'

The desk clerk slipped from consci ousness. Rex eased himcarefully down the wall. 'God,' he

whi spered. 'Elvis is CGod.

There canme a sudden sparkling in the alleyway and a great rushing of wind. Crackles of electricity
snapped to and fro highlighting the garbage cans, the fallen desk clerk and the frightened face of
Rex Mundi

Rex took to his heels and fl ed.

Barry the Time Sprout said, 'W're here, chief.'
84
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9. And for forty years the children of Israel did wander in the desert.
10. And finally Elvis said unto Mdses

"Stuff this for a ganme of soldiers, let's follow those guys on the canels.
The Suburban Book of the Dead

The new sun rose over Presley City, stain-ing the jukebox towers with delicate tones of cydanen,
strawberry, plum peach, poppy, peony, geranium vernilion and a colour which is actually called
rose du Barry. In a muddy brown dunpster in a bad part of town Rex Mundi cowered with the lid
pul l ed down. So he m ssed it.

I turn up the collar of nmy trenchcoat and stick my chiselled chin out at the new day. This being
one in the eye for all those smarty pants who figure you can't put a first-person character into a
t hird-person chapter. Peasants.

"Chef?" | hear the voice of Barry, who is hunkered down in ny top pocket.
"Say on,' says |

"Chief, why did you have to choose 28 July 2061 when you have so nmany ot her much nicer dates to
choose fron?

"You have sone personal problemw th 28 July 2061?" | give ny hens the once-over. Time travel can
sometimes play havoc with your trenchcoat hems. | had a hem go
85

down on ne back in sixty-six; cost me the |ove of a good wonman, a year's subscription to Tine
magazi ne, both of ny nipples and a partridge in a pear tree. But that's another story.*

"Chief, I can live with the twenty-eighth, just. The twenty-ninth if pushed really hard. But on no
account do | intend to be here on the thirtieth. You dig?

"l gotcha. Wuld you like that | reveal all?" The henms are hunky dory but | m ght have ny tailor
put some reinforcenment into-the shoul der pads when | get back

'Reveal all, chief.'
"CQuess what |'ve got here.' | pull fromconceal mrent a big red book
"This Is Your Life. I'mdeeply touched. \What can | say?

"Say nothing, Barry. Wat | have here is MIller's Antiques Price Quide for 2461
"Wll, silly old ne.'’

"Quite so." | flick idly through the big red book.' A-ha!' | exclaimof a sudden. 'And what have
we here?

' The page you marked back at the office, chief?

"The very sane.' | read fromthe very sane. 'The Presley hoard. Artefacts and artworks of the

Li ving God. Three hundred itens in all, housed pernmanently at the Miuseum of Mankind. Itens date
from 10, OOOBP to 2061AD. They were gat hered together and hidden at the time of the Third

Hol ocaust. They remained buried for nearly three hundred years until their rediscovery by eninent
archeol ogi st Sir John Rimrer 23rd.' | close the book. "See a little light at the end of the
tunnel, Barry?

"Probably a train coming, chief. Wuld you care to expound further?
"Naturally. You asked why | should choose 28 July 2061, did you not? Sinple deduction. This is the

preci se date when the entire Presley hoard was gathered together and stored away. Previous to this
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time the itens were
"Farewel | My Wndow, a Lazlo Wodbine thriller
86

spread far and wi de across the globe. But at this one nonent they were all together. This nonent
is now W are here. The Presley hoard is here. W are going to locate it and return it to the
museum What do you think about that, eh?

"I'm gobsmacked, chief. But might | just ask a couple of small yet pertinent questions?
"If you must.
"Well, firstly, why have we cone all the way back here when it would have been far easier to

sinply skip back a few days and lie in wait for Dee and Kelley to break into the nuseum Catch
themin flagmmte delicti, as it were?

' Poor detective work, Barry?
" And how so, chief?

' Because, Barry. If | catch them before they have commtted the crine, then the artworks don't get
stolen. And if the artworks don't get stolen then | don't get called in on a big fat fee to locate
t hem'

"Neat thinking, chief.’

"Exactly. Now, |like you said a couple of chapters ago, the chances of finding Dee and Kelley are
pretty damm renote. But the chances of finding the stolen artworks, which we know for a fact are
at this very nonent somewhere in the nei ghbourhood, these chances are another thing entirely.’

"All well and good chief, but. . .’
"But, Barry?

"But, chief, if we locate the artworks and take themforward in tine to the nuseum then Sir John
Ri nmer can't dig them up.

" Tough on Sir John.'

"No, but chief, if he doesn't dig themup then he can't give themto the nuseum And if he can't
give themto the museumthen they can't be in the nmuseum for Dee and Kelley to steal. Am | neking
mysel f clear?

The little guy was on to sonething, but | didn't want
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himgetting a swelly head. 'A nere backganmon,' | tell him
"It's bagatelle, you dunb-assed . '
"What's that, Barry?'

" Not hi ng, chief.'

"OK. So let's make tracks.

"Er, chief, just one other tiny little detail."'

‘"Details, always details.

"Well, perhaps this is quite a large detail. | did nention nmy small concern regarding the date.
Yeu-are aware of exactly what goes down here in two days time.
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"Of course, Barry. The Third Hol ocaust. Nucl ear deva-station on a scale hitherto undream of.
MIlions dead, two-thirds of the world laid to waste. Twenty-five years of nuclear night.'
"On 30 July 2061. Just two days from now.'
'So?" says | with nore savior-faire than a spaniel in a spermbank. 'Wat's the big deal ?
"Chief, | don't think you realize what a very dangerous business this is.

"You nean that the future of civilization and probably the very fabric of universal existence
hangs on this one?

‘More than you know, chief. For one thing, if

| stuff Barry down deep into nmy pocket. Sonetinmes you can take just so rmuch froma tal king sprout
and no nore.

Rex awoke anpngst the garbage. It didn't snell too bad. It was that Holl ywood garbage that actors

with special clauses in their contracts deign to fall into. Cardboard, polystyrene, shredded
paper, that sort of thing. How come Rex hadn't junped into the dunpster next door that was full of
pi g manure and dead chi ckens was anyone's guess. Perhaps sonmeone 'up there' liked him O perhaps
not .

Rex clinmbed fromhis hidyhole and gave the new day a cursory glance. It didn't |ook too pronising,
but he was
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still prepared to give it his best shot. Hs jacket didn't fit too well, but at |east his shoes
were kosher. And he did have the fifty-dollar bill. And he also had a really sneaky idea

Rex straightened his shoul ders, dusted hinself down and hailed a conveni ent cab

"Morning pal,' said last night's cabby. 'Caught your show. Geat stuff. Wat about those tickets,
t hen?'

"I was just on ny way to pick themup.' Rex clinbed into the cab. 'A couple of calls on the way if
you don't mnd.'

‘"No sweat, matey. \Were to then?
Rex's stomach grunbled bitterly. 'Breakfast,' said his nouth

My office was just as | renenbered it. O would. O alnpbst would. The key fits the nice new | ock
and | wal k within.

I"minpressed with the nice new carpet. Very spruce. And the nice new chair, which as yet didn't
have a bullet hole init. But then | was still in 28 July 2061, in case you're getting confused.

I know what you're thinking. You're thinking, how cone | have these very itens in ny twenty-fifth-
century office, when they are about to get blown to buggery in the Third Hol ocaust a coupl e of
days fromnow. Ain't ya?

Vell, if you conme up with the answer, be sure and | et nme know.

| breathe in the anbience. It's sweeter than a Swiss cheese in a sword swal | ower's back pocket. |
step over to the wi ndow and draw up the Venetian blind. Presley City. The whole town laid out Iike
a lady westler at a biker's barbecue. Wiat a dunp. Blowing this God awful travesty off the face
of the planet was the | east anyone could do. I'd do it nyself if 1'd had the time. But | don't.

| dig out Barry and set himup on the nice new desk,

89
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drop into ny chair and check nessages on the answer-phone. | know the first voice alnost as well
as | know ny own. It says: 'Wodborn, this is Sam Maggott. You got just two days left to pay back
that five thousand dollars you borrowed, or else. Got ne?

"Sounds |i ke Sam s having a "rough one", chief.'
"He'l | have a rougher one in a couple of days. What el se do we have?

"M Wdeburn. This is the Acme Watercool er Company. |If your account isn't cleared by the
thirtieth then we shall be forced to repossess your appliance.

"Up yours.'
"M Wodbine, that car you sold ne is a turkey. | want ny noney back .. .'

| fast-forward and listen to the next nessage. And the next and the next and the next. After a
while they get a little boring.

'Seenms that your many tines great-granddaddy skipped town in the nick of time, chief.

"The luck of the Wbodbines, Barry. He had to survive the Third Hol ocaust or |I wouldn't be here.'
"That makes sense at |east. Any nore nessages |left?

"Just the one. Shall | play it?

"Wy not. In for a penny, eh, chief?

| give Barry the kind of look you could slice bacon with, but | play the nessage.

"M Wyodbine. | have the information you want. The whereabouts of you-knowwhat. |'mat the
gor geousl y- appoi nted Love Me Tender Massage Parlor on East Fifty-third and Mainline. 1'll neet you
in the alleyway at the back at el even o' clock sharp. Cone al one.'

| tip Barry the wink. "We're rolling,' says |

"Well . . .' The sprout |ooks doubtful, which is sone-thing you really have to see to appreciate.
"I"'mnot certain. Sonething doesn't snell quite right to ne.'

"You nean the way he

"Exactly.'
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"l noticed that, too.' 'I thought you had.' 'l knew that you did.' 'You did? 'Of course | did.'
"That's OK, then." 'I knew that it would be." 'You knew?" 'O course | knew ' 'That's OK, then.'

"You said that.' T did?
"Of course you did.'
T thought that | had. Shouldn't it cut to the next scene now?' 'You nean |ike—

Rex wi ped the crunmbs fromhis chin and finished up his coffee. The cabby had the meter running so
he joined Rex in another cup. 'Nice day for the race,' he said conver-sationally.

"Spot on,' said Rex. 'Tell ne, do you have anything specific planned for today."'

The cab driver grinned wol fishly. 'Nothing special. | thought | night take a couple of novie
gqueens out on ny yacht and screw themrigid for about nine hours.'

1"l take another cab then.'

"No fella, wait.' The cabby put up his hands. 'It was a gag. Just a gag.'

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...%20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (49 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt
Rex viewed himw th suspicion. 'Not a running one?
"What's that exactly?
"Never mnd. Then | shall engage your services for the entire day. If that's all right with you.'

"You're a toff, guvnor.' The driver made furtive twiddlings at his nmeter. Rex spied out the sudden
acceleration of the little dollar digits and the cabby's grin reflected in the driving nmirror
"Where to then, Mac?
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"A shop that sells sunglasses.’ Rex kept his own grin to hinself, 'Ni ce big expensive ones.'
"Tally ho then, squire.' 'Tally ho, indeed."'

The whistling cabby drove Rex away fromthe bad part of town. As they passed the end of Lonely
Street Rex peeped fromthe back wi ndow and wondered about the | arge nunmber of |ong black sinister-
| ooki ng cars parked before Heartbreak Hotel. He also wondered if he should broach the nmatter of

t he cabby's recommendati on of the place, but thought better of it. He had far nore pressing
affairs on his nind.

The journey fromthe bad part of town to the good part was for the nobst part uneventful. The cabby
hurl ed the occasional wad of invective towards fell ow notorists, but this, he assured Rex, was al
part of the service. It was a tradition or an old charter or sonething. Rex, for his part, |azed
in his seat and schened in silence.

At no great length, but at what seened considerabl e expense, the cab halted before the House of
Meek. It was a large and swanky affair. Liberally dosed with neon and sporting a w ndow di spl ay
whi ch appeared to consist of |ootings froma pharaoh's tonb.

"Just the ticket, bro,' grinned the cabby. 'Sunshades they have.'
"Keep the nmotor running,' Rex told him 'l won't be a nonent.

The House of Meek was a family concern. Founded in the forner century by the now | egendary Russel
Meek. Explorer, swordsnman, Menber of Parliament for Brent-ford North, best-dressed man of 1995,
three-times world snooker champion and stunt double for Long John Holnes. (That all right for you
Russ?)

The present proprietor was one Theodore Meek, a stunted hunchback with a penchant for necrophili a.
Nat ure had favoured himw th bad breath and a bal dy
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head. The forner he battled to suppress with a range of hopel essly i nadequate patent nedicines and
the latter he disguised beneath a high-crested wig of black |acquered swan's down. He wasn't going
to be caught quiffless in a Quiffs Only Zone.

Rex had a bit of a quiff on hinself this particular norning. Not that this was due to any innate
yearnings to conform Mre that he had slept face down in the dunpster. And you know how your hair
gets when you' ve had a really rough night.

The lad with the | op-sided Fabian entered the House of Meek. Theodore viewed himw th only the
slightest msgivings, certainly no nore nor |ess than he viewed any other custoner. He worried
about that jacket, though. Atrifle pinched beneath the arnpits perhaps.

Rex swaggered towards Theodore, who stood to atten-tion behind the antique counter. Rex smled
sweetly and | eaned an el bow upon the hi ghly-polished marble counter-top. He gazed around at the
shop's interior. It was very swanky, and no doubt about it.

Rows of richly-cut |eather clothes hung upon gilded racks. Centlenmen's things, calf-skin wallets,
white-seal toiletry bags, badger-hair shaving brushes, porcupine-quill conbs, ivory tooth-picks,
koal a- bone ganming dice, all neatly displayed upon mahogany shel ves. The heads of stuffed beasties
stared down upon him Their skins pelted the floor. Rex shuddered inwardly and turned his gaze
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upon Theodor e.
"Morning hunpty,' he said. 'Gving the bell ringing a mss today?
' Excuse ne, sir?' Theodore fell back in alarm

"Oh excuse me,' Rex put his hands to his face. '|I do apologize. |'ve been taking a |lot of illegal
drugs recently.'

"Quite so, sir. | understand.' The custoner is always right, he told hinself.
" Good boy.' Rex leered horribly.

"How might | help you, sir?
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"Well,' said Rex. "My nane is Rex Mundi. |I'm sure you' ve heard of me. MIIlionaire gameshow host.
Does the Nenesis show. Chap off the telly. Mindi. Rex Mundi."'

‘"l do believe |'ve seen your show. Yes, of course, sir.'
Rex fanned his nose. 'Wat is that funky snell?" he asked.

"Sir, I'msorry

Rex took to exam ning the soles of his blue sueders. 'I must have trodden in sone shit or
sonet hi ng. No, hang about, it's you. Good God, man, what did you have for breakfast, stewed rat?

"Sir, I'msorry, | . . .'

"Never mind. I'll just try to stay up-w nd of you. Mundi's the nane. Rex Mundi.'

So you said, sir.
"Do | have an account here?

"No sir, you don't.'

"Pity. Still, let's see what you have. Don't stand quite so close. You don't half pong.

"Sir, | really nust object.'’

You nust? You should stand where |'m standing.'

"I think you'd better |eave, sir.
"I"d like a pair of sungl asses, please. N ce big ones. The best you have. The npbst costly.'
"The best we have?

' The very best. Mney no object.'

"In that case.' Theodore stooped beneath the counter to seek out the drawer. Rex watched the w g
go down.

He watched the wi g come up again. Theodore dis-played the drawer-1oad of sunglasses. 'These are
our nost exclusive, sir.

"None of that "sir" stuff now Mindi's the name. Rex Mundi.'

"Courtesy costs nothing, sir.

"I'1l bet that fur hat you're wearing didn't cost you an armand a leg either. Wat did you do,
skin your breakfast?
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"That really is the linmt, sir. Kindly |eave the building."'

"VWhoops.' Rex beat at his forehead. 'I'mso sorry. The illegal drugs. Please bear with ne. Those
| ook nice.'" He pointed into the drawer.

' These?' Theodore was trying to speak wi thout open-ing his mouth. 'These are particularly
excl usive. Designed by Pierre Montag of Paris, France. See the little |ogo on the |ens?

Rex snatched themfromhis fingers and tried themon. 'How do | |ook?
"Very chic, sir.'

"Mundi . Rex Mundi. Ganeshow host and drug fiend.
"M Mindi. They suit you very well.'

"Are they the biggest you have?

Theodore perused the drawer. 'The very biggest.'
"They'll do then. Just one thing.'

Theodore flinched. 'Yes, sir?

"Tell me this. Do you know of any situation where the wearing of such sunglasses as these woul d be
considered an affront to accepted religious dogma?

"Certainly not, sir. We wouldn't deal in such itemns.'
" Good. Just the job, then. How nuch are they?
Theodore turned the | abel which covered Rex's nose. 'Five thousand doll ars.

"Five thousand dollars.' Rex beckoned Theodore cl oser. 'Does your nother know how to sew?' he
asked.

"My nother is a skilled seanstress, as it happens. Wiy do you ask?
"Well. .

Some cases are so full of knots that Al exander the Geat with a Texas chainsaw couldn't eat into
them | renmenber a case back in ninety-three. Seened |ike a straight-forward affair at the tine,

but in five short days it cost me the best friend | ever had, a tree sloth called Cosnpo, ny right
kneecap and four nonths in a deconpression
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chanber. Sone cases, you just can't tell. And | hoped real bad that this wasn't going to be one of
t hem

The al |l eyway behind the Love Me Tender | ooks nuch the sane as any other. In fact it bears a
striking resemblance to the one behind Heartbreak Hotel. But that's alleyways for you, and I'm
not going to stand on cerenony with this one and salute the first punpkin that calls ne bwana.

I merge into the shadows with such skill that even Hank Marvin woul dn't have known the difference.
"I''"'mnot happy about this, chief.'

"The Hank Marvin gag? | thought it was OK.'

"This set-up. Sonething tells ne we're on a wong'n here.'

"Have a little faith, Barry. | know ny trade.'
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"M Woodbine.' | hear the voice but | can't tell where it comes from
"The nane's Whodbine,' | reply. 'Lazlo Wodbine. Sorme call nme Laz.'
"l have what you're |ooking for, M Wodbine.'

"You don't sound too nmuch like a dane with really huge tits and a thing about nmen in trenchcoats.
| figure a little humour night lighten the situation. 'Were are you, exactly?

"Right here.' | hear the creak of what can only be the retractable bottom section of a cast-iron
fire escape. And | felt the inpact as it hit me right on the top of ny head.

And that was about all | heard or felt. Because suddenly |I was falling into that whirl pool of
darkness that all private detectives fall into at about this point in the plot. I fall down and
down and down towards an oblivion of nothing nuch in particular. And then things go very black
i ndeed for your friend and nine

"You got himgood.' Ed Kelley appeared fromthe shadows. 'Shall we saw his head off here, or take
hi m back to our secret hideout?
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"Back to the secret hideout,' Johnny Dee cane down the cast-iron staircase. 'You can never tel
who mi ght be watching here.'

Barry the sprout, who had rolled away to cover, was watching.
But he said not hing.
Rex got down to a serious day's shopping.

After his swift getaway fromthe House of Meek, he carefully worned fromthe cabby the nanes of
all the posh shops where the nedia folk cast their fashionable shadows. And very soon he found al
the ones where the other Rex Mundi had a personal account.

Rex spent lavishly. Right up to and, wherever possible, well beyond the limts of his credit. He
freighted his purchases back to the cab and | oaded themin, |eaving the shopkeepers to dwell upon
the enormity of his verbal abuse and gross behavi our

Rex now sported the absolutely very best in up-nmarket menswear. An eight-thousand-dollar watch
clenched his wist like a gold tattoo. His pockets jingled with a collection of pointless pricey
trifles. The cabby was | ooking pretty swell also. Rex had got himfitted out with no expense
spared. He wasn't conpletely sold on the rhinestone-covered junpsuit with the big bell-bottons the
driver had chosen. But each to his own.

Rex bit the end froma |ong green cheroot, which the tobacconi st had assured himwas 'rolled upon
the thigh of a dusky South Preslian nmaiden' and spat it out of the cab w ndow.

"Quch!" went a passer by.

"Mundi's the name,' said Rex Mundi. 'Drive on, please.

The driver did that very thing. 'Were to now?' he grinned nost broadly.
"Time for lunch | think. Wiere would you rec-onmrend?

' How about the Tonorrowmran Tavern?
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Rex lit his cheroot with a | aser-operated Dunhill. "Wy not?' he said.
As Lazlo is still falling into the bottom ess pit the action stays with Rex. Which is only fair as

he's having such a good tine for once.
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Rex and the cabby, whose nane was Bill, entered the Tonorrowran. The barman doffed his silken
scarf and donned his repugnant |eather apron. 'Fuck off,' he said.

Rex was all sweetness and light. 'l cone in peace for all mankind,' he said. 'Charge al
yesterday's damage costs to ny station. Here, |'ve brought you a present.' He pulled a snal
gol den device from his pocket and passed it to the barnan

' Thanks.' The barman passed his nanic eye over it. '\Wat does it do?
"I"'mnot quite sure. | lost the instructions. But it cost a packet, |I can tell you.'
"Well, thanks a lot. You're not kidding about chargi ng the damage to your station?

"Am | or am| not the chap off the telly?" Rex wi nked and fished out sonething silver which m ght

have been designed for clipping nasal hairs. The barman accepted it. '| never miss your show,' he
sai d.
"Areal professional,' Rex told Bill.

"I liked himin They Cane And Ate Us,' the driver replied. 'Really saved the day there. Did you
read the review, "What a | oad of old horse's poo this book is. If it hadn't been for the barman
for one would have ripped the whole thing up and used it for bog paper," The Tines.'

'"Easy.' Rex gave hima stony glare. 'Never bite the hand that clothes you.
"No offence neant.'’

'None taken, | assure you. So let's get stuck into sonme eats. Barnman, whatever you have that's
really expensive
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and costs a lot nore at this nonent because it's out of season and al nbst inpossible to get,
pl ease.'

"I''l'l see what | can do.

"l had that galloping gournet in the back of nmy cab once,' quoth Bill. 'What a pillock. He sure
knew how to feed his face, though.'

"Has Laura Lynch been in?' Rex asked the barman, who was rum nating upon the current availability
of Rocky Mountain oysters.

"I expect she'll drop in later. Bigfoot noses are al nost inpossible to get at this tine of year. |
coul d send out for sone.'

"Send out for lots and give us a couple of pints of chanpagne before you do.'
' Reserve stock?

"Wuld the chap off the telly be seen dead drinking anything el se?

"l should think not.' The barman hastened to oblige.

"This is MIWIV news on the hour every five mnutes,' said the TV above the bar. 'And top of the
news this lunchtine, allegations of verbal abuse, violent assault, wanton excess, personal credit
vi ol ati on and possi bl e use of illegal drugs |evelled against a pronm nent TV game show host. This
very norning . '

"Could we have that thing off, please? Rex asked. 'It interferes with ny spending.'

"As you please.' The barman switched off the TV and uncorked the chanpagne. 'I'l|l get right on to
t hose bigfoot noses. Ajet will bring themdown from Oregon.' He decanted two pints into as nany
gl asses. ' Cheers.'
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Rex put on his big expensive sungl asses. This was one place he had no wi sh to be recognized in.
Not until he'd had his lunch and refused to pay, anyway.

Bill took up his glass and drained the better part of it away in a single gulp. 'It's good this,
isn't it? said he.

"Yes,' Rex agreed. "And it's going to get a whole |lot better.
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I just keep right on falling. There's no today for nme and no yesterday. And tonorrow don't | ook
i ke being a Jacuzzi full of cheerleaders neither. I've had sone rotten breaks in ny tine, but
those you've got to take in this business. |I'mphilosophical. The way | see it, when you're

hangi ng by your fingernails, you don't take time out to wi nd your wistwatch.

Laura Lynch entered the Tonorrowran Tavern. Now | don't know what nakes the perfect woman. | don't
pretend to know. Well, | do pretend to know, but who doesn't? Physically speaking | do like a |ot
of leg. Not too nmuch knee, of course, and | can't abide a fat ankle. The way | see it is, if
you're overstocked in the ankle departnent, wear boots. Even in the shower. A danme with fat ankles
can still make it to the top of the charts if she knows how to powder her nose and keep her feet
of f the table.

Hang about! I'mnot in this bit. I"'mstill falling into the bottom ess pit.

Laura Lynch entered the Tonorrowran Tavern. Rex turned in md swig, tucked away his sungl asses and
smiled warmy. The beautiful woman wasn't smiling.

"Lordy, lordy,' croaked Bill. 'Look at the jugs on that.'
"Laura.' Rex extended his hand. Laura shrank back. 'Laura, please let me explain.'
"You're back.' Laura's voice was cold and dead. 'Does this nmean |'m. '

"It doesn't mean anything. There's been a mistake. I'mnot a Repo Man.'

'Repo Man?' Bill enptied another bottle into his glass. 'Had one of those bastards in the back of
nmy cab once. Ate ny cufflinks.'

"I't wasn't my card.' Rex explained. 'l picked up the billfold by accident.
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"Oficer Cecil raped ne.'

"Ch God. |'mso sorry.

Laura put a brave face on it. 'l didn't know |I'd been raped until his cheque bounced.
"That's a good'n."' Bill raised his glass. 'Heard it before, but still a killer.'

Rex took to his drink. He'd never lived in a world of one-liners and he had no intention of
starting now

"Sorry.' Laura clasped his elbow. '"It's just that wonen in Rankin's books never get any good
lines.'

Rex shrugged. 'OK, so we can be friends agai n?
"l hoped you'd say that.' Laura clinbed on to the stool next to Rex and .

"Ah.' Rex sighed. 'Those stockings. Tell ne, Laura, | only have forty dollars in cash right now.
What woul d that get ne exactly?

Laura | eaned towards him 'For forty dollars, | slowmy take off all my clothes, cover nyself al
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over in mnt-flavoured body-rub and take a nap while you read a newspaper in the next room How

does that sound?'

"Not too tenpting.'

I can go for it.' Bill downed further chanmpagne. 'Do you supply the newspaper or do | have to

bring my own?
"Bill, please.

"Sorry, guv. Are those bigfoot noses on their way, do you think?

"I like the new get-up.' Laura stroked Rex's arm 'Black |eather always did a lot for ne.'

"Thanks. The underpants have a tendency to ride up.' Rex plucked at his trouser seat. 'Listen
Laura. W're getting snmashed out of our heads on the npbst expensive chanpagne in town. Perhaps

you'd care to join us.'

‘“I'd I'ike that very much.

" Anot her gl ass over here, please, barman.'

"I"'mnot in the bar any nore you klutz, |I'mout getting the bigfoot noses.
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"All right, I'Il get it nyself. Wuacky stuff this, isn't it?

"l had that Patrick MGoohan in the back of ny cab once. Did you ever see that series
102

9. And Moses cane down fromthe nount bearing the two tablets of stone.
10. And lo, there was a whole | ot of shaking going on.

11. And Moses vns wel |l peeved and

did lose his rag, saying, 'Thou shalt not

Rock 'n Roll, for this is the eleventh

comandnent. . .' 12. And Elvis said, 'Stroll on, thou art

«lying git-' The Suburban Book of the Dead

Barry | ay upsidedown in the alleyway. 'I did warn him' sighed the inverted Tine Sprout.
my fault if he gets his head sawn off. |'ve done ny best for that guy.'

That's not really fair Barry.

"Who said that?

It's me, Barry. Rankin's ghost witer.

"What, that bl oke down the pub who's always fancied witing a novel ?'

That's ne.

"Vell, howdy.'

7 thought I'd better have a word with you about the incredibly clever trick-ending.
"It'"ll have to go some to beat the last two.'

Have | ever let you down?

"It's not
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"Can't say that you have, chief. So what can | do for you?'
103

It's nore what | can do for you. Bounce over to the typewiter and have a | ook at this contract
I've drawn up.

"Wthout nmy agent present? Are you kiddi ng?

Barry. | hold the little white bottle. Do you want to cone out of this covered in glory or covered
in Tipp-Ex?

"Covered in glory, please.
That's the stuff. Nowit's quite straightforward

The last thing | expected was to be woken from un-consci ousness by an air hostess with the face of
an angel, gently patting on ny shoulder and telling me that the plane had just |anded in Mam.

So | guess the bucket of cold water that hit nme in the face didn't cone as much of a surprise.

Normal Iy | would have come up fighting. | learned Dinac froma lama in Tibet and my hands are so

deadly that | have to keep themin a | ocked closet when they're not in use. It was a real drag to
find them handcuffed behind ny back just when | needed themnost, | can tell you

"Wake up Wdebarn.' | knew that voice alnost as well as | knew the theme from Doctor Zhivago. 'W

wanna ask you sone questions.'

| kept my eyes tight shut. | was chained into a chair, but it wasn't the one in ny office. And
this place didn't snmell like Fangio's bar, | was definitely indoors, so the alleyway and the roof -
top were out. Things didn't bode too well for the four-set clause in ny contract.

' Open your eyes,' went the voice of Johnny Dee. 'Or 1'lIl open themwi th a shovel.'
| took a little peep. Apart fromthe desklanp that was shining in ny face, all | could see was
darkness. | could live with that.

"OK,' says | with nore conposure than a Confucian in a confort station. 'You want to cone quietly,
or do | have to get tough?

Sonething hit me across the face and it wasn't the first kiss of springtine.
104

"Just tell us where it is and we'll let you off with a nercy-killing.'

"And if | don't?

"Then it will be all the worse for your trenchcoat.' -«

"You fiends. What do you want from ne anyway?

" Your means of transportation, M Wodbune.'

"Woodbi ne,' says |. 'Lazlo Wodbine.' So they were after Barry. There was no way | was going to
sell the little guy out. 'Sonme call ne Laz,' | added.

"Quit stalling. Wiere's the Time Sprout? It's not in your pockets, so where is it, inside your
head?'

I figured that Barry rmust have taken the duck for cover back in the alleyway. But there was no way
they were going to drag that out of ne. '"I'Il never talk,' says I

'Saw of f his head, Ed.'
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"I''l'l switch the chai nsaw on, John.'

Now, | don't know poetry froma hole in the ground and | draw the |ine at having nmy head sawn off,
even if it's to save ny trenchcoat. So, before the rhynes get too painful and the chai nsaw t oo
piercing, | decided to state the obvious.

"Fellas. | don't have the Tinme Sprout. If | did, do you think | would be sitting here letting you
rough me up? I1'd be gone in a flash, wouldn't 1?

There was a bit of silence then. But only a bit, because Ed said, 'Not necessarily,' and spoiled
it.

"Not necessarily? | was flabbergasted, | kid you not.
"Sure. You mght have masochistic tendencies.'
' What ?'

"A deficient |ibido brought on by a set of sotio-physical deterninants manifesting in a psycho-
sexual syndrome, whereby you can only achi eve sensual gratification through the experience of
pain.’

"Now just you see here

"John has a point there,' Ed added. 'Take all this obsession with your trenchcoat. Myst unhealthy.
Over-fastidiousness is a sure sign of mania.'
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"Exactly,' said Johnny. 'The trenchcoat is a symbol, a netaphor. An overskin reflecting the
wearer's inner self.’

"You | eave ny trenchcoat out of this.

"Ch ho,' Johnny continued. 'Touched a raw nerve there. It's the same with all you private eyes.
Al'l obsessed with your peckers. It's all lingans and yonis, isn't it? Buttons and buttonhol es.
Bel ts and buckles. Guns and shoul der hol sters . '

"Probing into people's affairs,’ Ed put in. 'l bet you really get off poking those bullets into
t he chanber of your pistol.'

' How dare youl!

"Were you breast-fed?" Johnny asked.
"What's that got to do with anything?
' Evasive. Unable to answer a direct question.'

‘"l can too answer a direct question.

"Yeah? So where's the Time Sprout?

Back in the alleyway where you junped ne.'

"That's all we wanted to know. Saw off his head, Ed.'
"You're on, John.'

Rex decanted chanpagne and nunched upon a sas-quatch sarnie.

"l need your help, Laura,' he said.

Laura smiled that silly sort of chanpagne smile that all men (all right, sonme nen) | ook for before
they nove in for the kill
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"Go on,' she said. 'H e,' she added.

"It's about the billfold.' Rex chose his words with care. 'l don't want to get into any trouble. |
just want to return it to its owner.'

"I"1l bet you do.' Laura giggled foolishly.
"I've been right through it but there's no address or anything. Wat should | do?
Dump it down the John if you're smart.'

"I don't think that's a very good idea.'
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"Listen.' Laura waggled her glass at Rex, liberally distributing chanpagne across the table. 'If
you' ve got sonething of theirs you don't have to go |looking for them They' Il find you soon
enough. '

"I'd be willing to pay for your help.' Rex topped up Laura's gl ass.
"What, you with the forty dollars in cash?

"I was just kidding about that. Here, take a look at this.' Rex detached his wistwatch and passed
it to Laura. 'You can take it as a down-paynent.

Laura turned the watch upon her palm 'But this must be worth—
"A very great deal and there's lots nore where that came from'
‘"Let's go to ny apartnent,’' said Laura Lynch

Bill was snoring away at the bar

"You gonna nove this heap of dung?' the barnman enquired.

"Not so loud.' Rex hushed himinto silence. "The station director always takes a nap at this tine
of the day.'

"Station director? This crud?
Rex held up the crud's wist. 'Behold the watch.
'Ooh,' said Laura. 'He's got one just like mne.

Rex was rooting through the slunbering cabby's pockets. He found the car keys and avail ed hinself
thereof. 'G ve himan hour or so please, barman. Then awaken himgently and present himwth the
bill. He'll settle up with you,'

The barman fixed Rex with a real one-eyed blinder. 'What do you take me for?

Rex turned up his hands in all innocence. 'You know who I am The chap off the telly.
' Yeah, | guess so.'
"And so, farewell.' Rex plucked out his sunglasses. Perched themon his nose. Took Laura by the

arm and bade adi eu to the Tonprrowran Tavern

107
'Wake up, asshole,' said the barman clouting Bill fromhis stool
Rex drove the cab with considerable skill. There were two good reasons for this. The first being

that he had driven such notor cars before, and the second that he had consuned only the barest
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m ni mum of cham pagne. The wonman in the back, who was wildly diving anmongst Rex's purchases, was a
different kettle of fish altogether.

1010 Van Viiet Street, wasn't it?" Rex asked. A beauti-ful woman's address bei ng sonething that
was never likely to slip his mind.

"First on the left after the Gracel and Shopping Mall. Rexy, can | keep this scarf?
"Of course you can. The Graceland Mall, wasn't that the one on the newscast?

"That's the one. Wasn't that terrible about Mdjo and Debbie's baby bei ng ki dnapped by aliens and
every-thing?

"Terrible.' Rex shook his head. There was an awful |ot he didn't understand about this strange
world. But little by little he would piece it all together. Time was on his side, after all
Because, after all, no-one had, as yet, told himthat Presley City was going to be little nore
than bl ackened rubble in just two days tine.

Perhaps if they had he woul d have been trying just a little harder and not preparing hinself, as
he was, for a long night of fornication

Rex hung a left and cruised into Van Viiet Street.

"Do you have any mint-flavoured body-rub in?" he asked. 'Or should | stop off and buy some?’
"Now just you see here,' said |I. 'You can't saw ny head off, and you knowit.'

"Ch yeah? And for why?

I thought faster than a fly-half in a fire storm 'Wll for
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one thing at |east an hour's past since you said you would and you haven't yet.'

"That don't mean nothing,' said Ed Kelley. 'This could be a flashback."

Johnny Dee nodded in agreenent. 'Or you could be dead already. Or we could have |eft you for dead.
There's | oads of possibilities.'

I guessed there was. This wasn't your everyday kind of detective novel after all.
"I's this a flashback?' | asked.

"No. It's just bad continuity.' Ed revved up the chai n-saw.

' Say goodbye, sucker.'

"No. Hang about .

' Say goodbye.

' Say goodbye, chief.’

' Goodbye. "’

"Nice place you have here.' Rex was favourably i mpressed. He had expected sone sordid den with a
big wardrobe, a lot of shoes and a bed laid for business. But this was nuch nuch nore. The
apartment was sunp-tuous. And it was extrenely el egant.

A Bakhtiari carpet of Qashqgai design, interwoven with ivory cabochons, snothered the floor with a
profusi on of golden pal nettes. Beside the | ong wi ndow stood a George |1l satinwood side-table,
edged with rosewood and fashioned in the distinguished style of Hargraves of Hull. On this a | arge
collection of frosted Lalique glass-ware captured the Iight to perfection
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In one corner a mahogany sofa rose upon cabriole | egs, its Aubusson tapestry uphol sterings
augnmented wi th hassocks of antique paisley. In another, a chair by Carlos Bugatti, all wal nut,
tool ed vel l um and burni shed pewter, glowed a dusty bronze.

Against the far wall a cocktail cabinet, fashioned to resenble a Louis XV secretaire, tw nkled
grandly. Upon
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its '"rouge royale' nmarble top stood a row of bal uster w ne goblets.

Rex was particularly taken with the Wirlitzer 600 Model jukebox, noting the el aborate grille of
ni ckel -pl ated Art-Deco-type scrolls and the way the Lucite rods of the Mbdel 24 had been reduced
to straight green verticals in a manner he consi dered nost pl easing.

‘Can you manage all right there?" Laura was scarcely visible beneath the better part of Rex's
purchases. 'Sure you didn't forget anything?

'Rexy, you're such a nice man.'
"Laura. This is a npost exceptional collection. How did you cone by all this?
"Clients.' Laura unloaded her cargo on to the sofa. 'Little gifts fromsatisfied custoners.'

Rex ran his finger along the ornolu-nmounted record rack. It contained a collector's dream LPs.
The Cray Cherubs, the Lost Teeshirts of Atlantis, Astro Laser and the Flying Starfish from Uranus,
the Turbulent Priests, Sonic Energy Authority, Barisal Guns, Mke Petty sings Hank Wangford.

"Laura.' Rex drew hinself to the business in hand. 'Is there nuch you wouldn't do for the $87, 000
wort h of nerchandi se you have there?

"Not nmuch. Wuld you |like to see the bedroon?
'Yes please,' said Rex.

It would, of course, be unthinkable to actually put down in print what Rex and Laura got up to
during the next hour. But then again, to fudge around it and sinply cut to Rex lying on a bed
wearing a big smle would be a severe cop-out. 'Were do you keep your gerbils? Rex asked.

'Goddammit, Barry, you cut that a tad fine.' | rubbed at ny wists. There was a bit of chafing
there, but nothing | couldn't handle.

110
"Sony, chief. Got held up on a bit of business.

"A bit of business?" W were back in nmy office. It was once nore about five mnutes before we set
out for the alleyway behind the Love Me Tender nassage parlor. And this time | wasn't going to
show up. You have to know how to keep ahead of this gane if you don't want to wind up in a wooden
trenchcoat.

"Better late than never, | guess.' | really wanted to thank the little guy for saving nmy life, but
| have a hard-bitten inage to keep up. 'Just try to stay on the ball in future,' | told him
"CGotcha, chief.' | knew that he had, and he knew that | knew, etc, etc, etc. O thought that he

di d.

' Thanks, chief.’
"Don't mention it, Barry.
'So what are we going to do this time? Hit the alleyway in a hard hat?'

"Nope. W are going to hit the bar.
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"l don't think Fangio's has actually been built yet, chief.’

" And who sai d anything about Fangio's?' | asked, |ike snow on a Russian's boot. 'Did you ever hear
nme descri be Fangi o' s?'

"Can't say that | did, chief. I wondered about that.'

| tapped my nose like solitaire was the only gane in town. 'It's called keeping your options open.
| never describe the bar, so | can use any bar any tinme w thout screwing up nmy contract. Pretty
neat thinking, eh?

"Pretty neat, you ungrateful two-dollar bum'
"What's that, Barry?
"Not hing, chief.'

Rex renoved the crocodile clips and di sconnected the car battery. He slipped out of the pony
harness, withdrew the slimplastic tube and enptied the sticky gerbils back into their cage. The
veal in the clingfilmhad now thawed out so he consigned it to the wastebasket.
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I wal ked into the bar with nore finagle than a ferret in a tinker's trouser. A guy in a bell-
bottoned junpsuit flew by nme at sone speed and struck the sidewal k.

"And stay out, ya turkey!' The barman | ooked |ike he'd had a | ong day's journey into night,
al t hough the nonocle and the sil k snoking-jacket were as natty as ni nepence. He spied nme out with
his lone ogler. 'H, Laz,' he said. 'Long tine no see.'

I couldn't argue with that. | strolled over to a bar stool, nmounted up and set Barry down in an
ashtray. The barman reinstalled hinmself behind the junp and enquired after ny pleasure.

"A hot pastram on rye and a bottle of Bud,' | told him
"Coming right up.'

I took in the surroundings and kept themto nyself. In less tine than it takes to naster the rules
of Kabaddi, a steam ng sandwi ch and a matchi ng beer were pushed before ne.

"Twenty-five dollars.' The Barman's voice was | ower than an ankle bracelet on a flat-footed pygny.
"Put it on nmy slate,' | suggested.

"Ho, ho, ho.' The barman put his hands to his belly and made mirth. 'You jest, surely? But no
matter, the joke is well taken. See how | turn up the corners of ny nouth as |I tell you again,
twenty-five dollars.'

"Coming right up.' | began to pat at ny pockets as if | really neant it but the barman shook his
head. 'Sorry?' | said.
‘Laz,' he said. 'l notice that you are hatless and currently sporting the open-necked | ook. | have

reason to believe that if | were to ask you the tinme you wouldn't be able to accommpdate ne. Am |
correct?

I hung nmy head, which | also nodded sonbrely as | hung it.

"l spy sonme chafing upon your wrists, suggestive of handcuffery. Bruising to the cheek and,
bel i eve, crania
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damage caused, | woul d guess, by the retractable section of one of those cast-iron fire escapes.
How am | doing so far?
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'You are the Brahma of Baker Street reborn.' 'My thanks. And so it is my conclusion that you are
at present a man without funds, dearly ignorant of the axiomthat "there is no such thing as a
free lunch".’

| rose to take nmy leave. 'You got nme fair and square,' | told him

"Sit down!' ordered the barnan. '|I haven't done yet.' | sat back down. The barman fixed nme with
the kind of stare you could roast weenies on. 'I'mnot a hard man,' he continued. 'It's just that
| get real fed up with bozos like you trying to rip ne off all the tine. | have a business to run
here and | ain't no charity. But 1'll tell you what 1'll do. You have obviously suffered
considerable ill treatnment and you are stony broke. Just this once | amgoing to break the habits
of alifetime and take your 1QU." | hung ny head even further. Sonetines you neet a guy with just
so much plain humanity that it makes you feel hunble. | choked back a heartfelt tear. '"I'I|l date
it for the day after tonorrow, if that's OK?' | said.

Rex switched off the suction punp, hung up the mner's helnet, divested hinself of the fisherman's
waders and laid his snorkel aside. He was just scooping the lard out of the trout mask when there
came a violent knocking at the bedroom door

‘"Let ne in,' Laura demanded. 'I'mfed up with sitting out here readi ng the newspaper.

I finished ny fifteenth bottle of Bud and pushed ny plate away. ' Those bi gf oot noses really bl ow
you out,' | observed.

"You wouldn't care for a wafer-thin nint? the barnman enquired.
"No, | wouldn't. I'lIl take a large Ji mBeam'
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"Comi ng right up.'

I chivvied Barry round the ashtray with a hot cigar butt and pondered fleetingly. Things weren't

| ooki ng too good for ne. | had come up real short on the gratuitous sex and violence so far. And
there wasn't even a sniff of the now | egendary trail of corpses that |I'mknown and | oved for. Wat
| needed now was a really violent interlude to liven up the otherw se turgid plot.

The barman passed ne my Ji m Beam ' Keep your head down, Laz,' he advised. 'I snell big trouble.’

The front doors swung open |ike a piper at the gates of dawn and two of the biggest guys |I'd ever
seen swaggered in wearing nore black than a Val entine Dyall fan-club dinner.

Now | don't know nuch about running gags from books previous that | ain't been in, but it seemed
to ne that one of themwas toting a 7.62 ML34 General Electric Mnigun, which in ny books
generally spells schaden-freude. | saw the barrels begin to spin and that's when | snatched up
Barry and whi pped out the trusty Snmith and West Wttering.

The big guy with the big gun strafed the place. 1'd never seen so many shots go in so nany
directions all at the one time. Dudes started falling, dames started screaming. Bullets riddled
the bar-top. G asses shattered, bottles exploded. |I came up firing. | let off three straight into

the gunman's chest but he didn't look like he felt death com ng on. He just kept punping away.

The barman took the dive for cover as half the bar-counter went the way of all flesh, only faster.
There was a hell of a lot of snmoke about and a great deal of noise. At atine like this a man's
gotta do what a man's gotta do. And if you think that's take a powder, then you don't know old Laz
too well.

As The Maniacs Cane Killing* | rolled three nore into *A Lazl o Wodbine thriller
114
the trusty Smith and West Point and took up a manly pose.

'Ease up on the popul ace, creeps,' said | with nore heroismthan an entire Audi Mirphy season
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A whol e bunch of nuzzles turned in ny direction. But like Elvis Costello, ny aimwas true. | hit
the gunman right between the wi ndows of his soul and he went down with a Iot of sparks and
technoflash that | for one wasn't expecting.

Hi s buddy didn't seemtoo concerned about that and reached down for the big gun. | let himhave
two rounds in the top of the head, just to be social

I could see the holes. But they didn't appear to be causing himmnuch in the way of alarm He came
forward at me through the snoke and he wasn't smling. | enptied nmy piece into his chest.

"Barry,' said |. "Get us the Hell out of here.’
"I"'mtrying, chief.'

"Try harder, danmmit.’'

"No can do, chief. I'"'mall used up. Sorry.'
"Sorry? What are you sayi ng?'

The guy in black came forward through the snmoke. He was torn up real bad fromall nmy gunfire. Al
sorts of bits were falling off, exposing lots of snazzy metalwork and futuristic circuitry the
Iikes of which | had never seen the |ikes of.

"Dead or alive, you're coming with ne,' he said, which seened to ring a bell sonewhere.
"Do sonething, Barry.
"I"'mtrying, chief. Ch dam.'

It's a funny thing the way podoeroticismhas never really caught on in the West, what with sex
bei ng so popular and all. W spend half our lives searching each other's bottons for erogenous
zones, while all the tinme there are two dirty great big ones lurking inside our socks. O course,
the Chinese cottoned on to it centuries ago.

115

But then, as Hugo Rune said, 'not much slips past the damm Chinese when it comes to jigger jig .
Rune once took tea with a mandarin in Peking and he comments in his diary:

The neal itself was a pretty lightweight affair con-sisting of a neagre forty courses, but made
tol erabl e by the court concubi nes who, whilst the great lord and | took sup, lifted our robes at
intervals and fanned our priwy menmbers with their hair.

Sadly he neglects to nention whether they al so gave his feet a bit of a squeeze.

Rex had al ways been sonething of a 'leg man' and very much of a 'foot man'. And so, at this
particul ar nonent, when Laz was finding hinself somewhat up against it, Rex was indulging in a
little foot fellatio and thinking instep

The big guy hit me just the one tine. But that was enough for me. | joined the feathered | egions
and took to the air. | only wi sh that sonmeone had opened the exit door before | passed through it.

Rex took tine-out. If you want the earth to nove for you, it's best that it starts with smal
trenors and works its way slowy up the Richter. As Rex was currently at about five on the scale
of ten he left Laura to steamgently and nmade for the cocktail cabinet. H s naked feet |eft
per-fumed i nprints upon the Bakhtiari carpet and his up-rai sed wanger bobbed before him

He reached the cocktail cabinet and | eaned over it to scoop up a couple of two-hundred-year-old
goblets. As he did so a jolt of static electricity hit himright in the tip of his unrestrained
bobber .

' booooooooh!" howl ed Rex, collapsing into an untidy heap
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"Ch' and 'ouch' | howed as | hit the alleyway. | landed in a heap of cardboard boxes, shredded
paper and pol ystyrene which had evidently been laid out for the purpose and prepared to cone up
fighting.

Rex made with the crossed eyes and suitably pai ned expression. O utching hinself he craw ed back
to the cabinet and ran a tentative hand over the woodwork. Nothing. It had been well and truly
eart hed.

Rex fiddled with the raised carvings. There had to be sonething in there. And of course there was.
A click, a swish and a panel slid away to reveal a ..

"TV termnal .' Rex nmade a puzzled face. 'Now what do we have here, then?'" He rose to his feet,
padded silently back across the room and gently closed the bedroom door. Returning, he exam ned
the term nal. Beneath the small screen was an in-tricate keyboard system although nothing Rex
hadn't seen before. He jacked it up and watched as a station | ogo which nmeant nothing to him
appeared on the screen.

Rex tapped at the keyboard and requested access to the nenu. Access was politely denied. 'insert
card' flashed upon the screen.

"Hhm ' went Rex. 'Insert card.' He glanced about the room If it was '"insert card then it was
probably '"insert Laura's card' . Laura's card was no doubt in her handbag. Her handbag was in the
bedr oom

"Bot her,' whispered Rex. 'But hold on there.' He reached over to his jacket, which had been thrown
down with no particular care for its value, and pulled out the captured billfold.

"There is a card in here, unless | amvery nuch m staken,' he said.

"Unless | amvery much m staken, Barry,' said |, "W are in serious difficulty here.'
117

"No nore bullets for the trusty Smth and Wel shman, chief?

"You got it, little guy. And the way he did what he just did | find nost discouraging.

"You nean the way he wal ked out right through the wall rather than bothering with the doorway,
chi ef ?'

'That and the big gun he's carrying, yes.'

"I think I'I'l just kind of duck down in your pocket if that's OK, chief. Let ne know |l ater how it
wor ks out .

"Brilliant.'

"Brilliant.' Rex dropped the dreaded Repo Man card into the slot in the keyboard and the screen

lit up with all sorts of possibilities. Rex called up the nmenu once again. The screen said:
LOGGA NG | NPUT STATI STI CAL ANALYSI S PROFI T MARG NS MAI NTENANCE STATUS
AUDI O ' VI SUAL LOCATI ON | NSTRUCT VO D FASHI ON TI PS

It all |ooked noderately intriguing. And somewhat too good to be true. Rex fingered the keyboard
and cal | ed up LOCATI ON

An area of Presley City appeared in map formon the screen. Enlarged and zooned in. Alittle blip
went blip blip blip in the alleyway behind the Tonorrowran Tavern. Rex called up AUD O ' VI SUAL and
then junmped back. A fist flew towards himon the screen, filled it as it nmade apparent inpact and
then vani shed away. The fist's owner becane visible, staggering backwards, clutching the wunded
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article and uttering cuss words. A voice which didn't come fromthis body, said, 'Return the
stolen billfold.'

Rex gl anced down at the billfold and then back to the
118
screen. The voice dearly wasn't addressing him It con-tinued.

"You were carrying a conceal ed weapon contrary to social format and | note that you sport the open-
necked look in a zany tie zone. You are evidently a revolutionary. Therefore you nust know the
| ocation of the stolen billfold. Hand it over or I will kill you.'

Rex whi stl ed beneath his breath. These Repo Men certainly went about their work with zeal. But
t here was sonet hi ng dangerously | acking when it canme to the matter of how they applied their logic
to the solution of a particular problem

"It's a bumrap. You got the wong guy.' The cries cane froma face now seen in dose up as its
owner was being hoisted up the wall of the alleyway. 'l ain't no Goddamm revol utionary. |'ma
Republ i can.'

"I will count to three and if you do not disclose the whereabouts of the stolen billfold I wll
break open your head."'

"Li sten, buddy, you' re making nme nad.
‘One,' said the voice.

Rex flipped back to the nmenu. He called up I NSTRUCT and tapped in ABORT. Then back to
AUDI O, ' VI SUAL.

"Two,' said the voice

"Shit,' said Rex.

The face on the screen said sonething. But nothing hel pful

Rex took to wildly tapping buttons. On screen he saw a big hand cl osing over the straggler's head.
"Three.'

Rex tapped OVERRI DE ALL PREVI QUS | MPERATI VES Bl LL- FOLD RECOVERED AWAI T FURTHER | NSTRUCTI ONS.

He gaped at the screen. The big hand froze. The face relaxed and slid fromview, the brick wal
douded and the screen bl acked.

Rex breathed a very big sigh of relief. That was dose
But dose for who? Sone innocent, he supposed, in the
119

wrong place at the wong tine. Rex had evidently been view ng himthrough the eyes of a Repo Mn
An LCP. Liquid Crystal Person. Some kind of robot? Had to be. But built by whon? And where? Find
the central control and one might just find the Volvo. It seened as |likely as anything el se around
here.

' Goddamm. That was cl ose. What happened to hin?' The voice canme fromthe term nal
"Seens |ike he blew a fuse, chief. | reckon we'd best be away.'
"Chief?" Rex did big gasps. 'Barry! It's you. You're here.'

H s words rmust have issued straight through the nouth of the now defunct Repo Man, because the
next thing Rex heard was a small green cry of, "W're runbled, chief,' followed by much scranbling

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...%620The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (66 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt
and scurrying and an increasingly distant voice going, 'Faster, chief. Get a nove on.
120
10
15. And finally did the children of Elvis get their bearings and dunp Moses.
16. And they cane unto Jericho, which is just up fromthe Dead Sea.
17. But the people of Jericho did see
them comi ng and shut the gate, crying,
"Hi ppy convoy!
18. For the people of Jericho were unhip, favouring Trad Jazz and duffle
coats.
19. And so did Elvis have his road crew
set up a mghty speaker system outside
the walls. And thusly did he punp up
t he vol une.
The Suburban Book of the Dead

Four nen sit in a top-secret room It |ooks very nuch the sane as ever it did. But it isn't. This
is a different roomaltogether. There is a long black table with chairs around it for thirteen. A
big light shines down upon it, and the light isn't Kkind.

Three nen huddl e unconfortably at one end of the table. The fourth, who was sitting at the other
is now standing. And he is al so shouting.

"You usel ess bunch,' he shouts. 'You puny piss-poor pathetic pack of poltroons.'

There is no verbal response to this. Only the | owering of three heads acconpanied by triple
coweri ng.

"A thousand years of planning has gone into this. One thousand years. And you screwit all upin a
single
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day. Dee, Kelley, what did you do?
Two nouths drop open. But that's about all they do. The lips quiver, but that's not a |ot of help

"I"lI'l tell you what you did. You ballsed it up. | send you into the parallel continuumw th orders
to collect the final statue and do nothing nore. But can you do that? No, you can't. You cone back
here with Rex Mundi on board, and if that isn't disaster enough, you stop off for lunch, he
escapes and the Volvo gets stolen with the entire Presley hoard along with it. Everything. Gone.'

"And you.' A finger points at the man with the hangover. He is wearing a sonewhat creased junpsuit
of the bell-bottonmed persuasion. 'You, Bill. |I have you pick up Mundi fromthe police station and
deliver himto Heartbreak Hotel where he should have met with certain extinction. And what
happens? He's away again. And not only that. Having arranged for you to be standing by when he
surfaces today, you take himshoppi ng. He damm near bankrupts ne and all but gets ne arrested.
Then you get so drunk that he steals your cab and he's off on the | oose once nore.'

Bil | chewed upon his knuckles. The speaker turned his glare once nore to Dee and Kelley. 'And what
do you do with Whodburn?
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"Wodbi ne,' said Dee. 'Lazl o Wodbi ne.

" Shut up! You were to kill himin the alleyway and capture the Tine Sprout. It's our escape route
out of here. If we can't succeed with our plan in just two days all this goes up, and us al ong
withit. If we can't lure Presley here and destroy himbefore then, we're history. History that
never happened.'

The ot her Rex Mundi, because, of course, it could be no other, rent hair fromhis head and flung
it to the floor where it exploded in small sul phurous puffs of snoke. 'A thousand years of running

and hiding, and what has it conme to? Speak soneone. Bill, what are you going to do?
"M . .. 1. .. ?" Bill rmade splutterings. "I will. . . | wll
122
I will kiU Mundi. Yes, that's what [I'Il do. I'Il kill him excellency. He doesn't suspect nme.
He'll be at Laura Lynch's. I'Il wait for himthere and kill him That's what I'll do. Yes.'

"No! That's what you won't do.'

"No, excellency. That's what | won't do. No. Absolutely not. What will | do?
"You will drive himaround. That's what you'll do. He will be searching for the Volvo and with his
kind of luck he will no doubt find it. Wen he does, then you will kill himand bring the Volvo to

me. Do you think you can nmanage that?

'Yes, excellency.' Bill nodded his hung-overed head.

Ed Kell ey rai sed a shaky hand. 'What do you want us to do, excellency?

"What do you think | want you to do?

Ed scratched his head. 'Kill Wodbine, excellency?

"No! Not kill Wbodbine.'

"Not kill Wbodbine. But you wanted us to . . .'

"Well | don't want you to now. '

'No, excellency. You don't.'

'So what do | want you to do?

Ed gave his scalp further attention. Johnny Dee said, 'You want us to follow him'
The ot her Rex nodded. 'Because?

'Because he is also searching for the Presley hoard which is in the Vol vo.
'Exactly. And?'

"And when he finds it, then you want us to kill himand bring you the Volvo and the Tinme Sprout.'
"There you go. What could be nore sinple?

"Well . . .' said Ed. 'l do foresee one or two slight difficulties . . .'

"Slight difficulties? The other Rex put his hands to the long table-top, tore it fromits |egs
and cast it away into the darkness. 'You will do it! This is ny world and |I'm keeping it. | can
deal with the governnent, the |oss
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adj usters, the bloody Repo Men and the accountants. They're nobody. Nothing. This is all mine and
I"mtaking it back.'

'Yes, excellency.'

"You, ASMODEUS.' The Anti-Rex glared at Bill

"You, balbertth.' The glare turned upon Ed Kell ey.

"You, SONNEILLON.' The glare finally came to rest upon Johnny Dee.

"You, the last remaining of my First H erarchy of Hell. Stop fucking about, and get on with it.

Kill anybody who stands in your way. | want it all, the past the present and the future. | want
Presl ey dead and all menory of himdriven fromthe Earth. | want hi mdead, dead, DEAD! What do
want ?'

'Presl ey dead.

"When do | want it?

" Now. '

' Good. Then, gentlenen, you are dism ssed.'

Phew, chief. That was cl ose.'

"You said it.' | straightened ny belt buckle and tidied nmy trenchcoat. There was extensive second-
degree snmut-ting and several nasty blots of what appeared to be sone kind of industrial |ubricant.
Nornmal Iy this would have caused nme considerable grief, but this tine | was pre-pared to tough it
out. | nean, there was no way | was going to come across as an anal retentive sinply because | had
pride in nmy appearance.

' That guy back there wasn't human,' | observed with nore perspicacity than a panty-girdl e pedl ar
at a Tupper-ware party. 'What do you nake of that, Barry?

"Can't say, chief. But that voice. At the end when he froze up. | know that voice, or knewit.'

"You keep bad conpany, little guy." W were back in nmy office. The bolt was on the door and the
top was off the bottle of AOd Bedwetter that | generally reserve for nonents such as these.
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| took a deep slug. 'You feeling your old self yet, Barry?
"You nean the tinme travelling? Wll, no, as it happens.'

"Not good.' | took another slug. 'We got a real tight schedule if we're going to make it out of
here before the Bi g Bang.

" About the Big Bang, chief. Do you know why it happens?

"Nope. History is schtumon the details, but pretty graphic about the scale. It took this city
clean off the map.'

'So what are you going to do next, chief?

"Vell, the way | see it, Barry, we have two options. The first is that | sit here, hit this bottle
of O d Bedwetter and fall into flashbacks of |ost [oves and hard tines past.'

‘' Not too keen, chief. And the second?
"The second is that we step out to the supermarket and pick up sone supplies.’

"I quite like that one, chief. But | can't see exactly where it's leading to.'
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Then let ne put you in the picture.' | |eaned back in my chair and nade the kind of snile that
money just can't buy you these days. '\Wat are we searching for Barry?'

' The Presley hoard, chief.'
"And where is it now, Barry?'

'Search nme, chief.'

"Wll, it has to be sonewhere.'
"Yes, chief.’
"And | reckon it's right— | pulled a map from my pocket, spread it upon ny desk and whacked ny

finger down on to it at a very particular spot' —here.'
Barry gave the nmap the once-over and went, 'Eh?

"Cone on, Barry. Think about it. Sir John Rimmer digs up the Presley hoard. And the |ocation of
where he dug it up is on every twenty-fifth-century map. So that's where we go. If it hasn't
arrived yet we wait. And we take sandwi ches. Enough to last us until you get your
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powers back and we can abscond with the hoard forward honeways. Pretty neat, eh? W know that the
hoard survived the Big Bang, so if we stick with it, we survive, too.'

"Chief. | hate like damm to say this to you, but you are a genius.'
'Yeah, Barry. Ain't | just.’
"Rexy. You aren't |eaving, are you?'

Rex was struggling into his leather trousers. '|I have to see a man about sonething. O a sonething
about sonet hing."

"But we were just working up to the knees and you've still got $85,750 |left on the nmeter.'
"Wait for ne.' Rex managed his finest Arnie, 'I'll be back.'

"I"'mcomng with you.'

"No. | don't think that would be a good idea."’

"l do.' Laura produced a small intricate handweapon. As she was still naked, Rex had no idea where
she had produced it from

"Ah,' said he. 'l see.'

"No, | don't think you do. You're not the chap off the telly. | know that. You are the one we have
been waiting for.'

"W?' Who is this we all of a sudden?
"We. The Children of the Revolution.'

"Marc Bolan,' said Rex. 'One of ny favourites. You don't happen to have a copy of "Pewter Suitor"
in your collection by any chance? |'ve been after it for years.'

Laura shook her head. 'We, the Children of the Revol-ution, have been waiting for you to aid us. |
know who you are.’

'You do?'

'l do. You are the Tonorrow Man.'
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"1 an®
"You are. Wen you flashed the Repo Man card
126

thought we'd been infiltrated. But | listened at the bedroom door when you found mny term nal
You're one of us, aren't you?

"l suppose | probably am The Tonorrow Man. Yes,' said Rex. 'l certainly am'
'So where are you goi ng?

"Back to the Tonorrowran Tavern, as it happens. The Repo Man who stole ny car is frozen there, or
at least one of his conpanions is. Perhaps the car night even be there also.'

"You're going to need ny help."'

"I'"mnot altogether sure that we share all the same notives.'
'Then we can hel p each other. Trust ne.'

"All right then. We shall go together.

"That's fine.' Laura turned to take up her clothing. Rex spun around and kicked the gun from her
hand. He plucked it fromthe carpet.

"I'1l carry this, though,' he said.
We headed on up the alleyway, the nap before us.
"Which way is north, chief?

"Up thataways, Barry.' | have an uncanny sense of direction. Paid a fortune for it. In this

busi ness, a sense of direction can nean the difference between laughing like a drain or getting
caught with your trousers around the ankles of a friend you never had. If you catch ny drift. And
I"msure that you do. 'We go right at the top here. O is it left?

"Cab, sir? Well, cut off my legs and call nme Shorty, it's you guvnor.'

"So it is,' said Rex. 'Something of a surprise. You being here. And in your cab.’

"No problens. | paid off the tab at the Tonorrowran and took a stroll over. | was a little over
the imt. Thanks for |ooking after the cab for me. | appreciate the gesture.'
127

"Don't nention it. You had no difficulties back at the bar?

"Nah. A slight misunderstanding. For sonme reason the barnman got it into his head that | was the
boss of your TV station. | soon straightened himout.'

"I'"'mso very glad to hear it because |'d |ike you to take us back there now'

"Back there? The cabby | ooked doubtful

"Wll, to the alleyway behind the bar. Could you nanage that?

"Anything for you, ne old cock sparrow. The barman took my watch in paynent by the way.'
"I'1l get you another.'

"You are a scholar and a gentleman. Hop in then and we'll be off.’

Rex opened the rear door. 'Is this OK, Laura?'
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"It's OK Just let's go.
COK

"How are we doi ng, chief?

"I think we just about ran out of alleyway, Barry. What is that up ahead, do you suppose?
' Dammedest thing | ever saw, chief. Do you think that's it?

"Has to be. X marks the spot. Let's put our faith in old Sir John.'
"OK. Let's do.'

COK

Bill was whistling in a devil-my-care sort of way as they sped along. Rex said to Laura, 'Tell ne
all about it.

"All of this is wong, Rex. Al of it. It's designed. It's not true.'
"Go on.'

Tresley City. The Departnment of Human Resources runs it all. Controls it. But you won't find the
nunber in the phone book. The Departnent is everywhere and

128
nowhere, organi zing everything. We just play our roles. There is no individual thought here.'

Rex gazed fromthe wi ndow. The streets seened even nore |ike theatrical backdrops. 'Actors on a
filmset.'

"Just like that, yes. It's all false, all of it.

"l understand. But tell ne, if you grewup in all this, how do you know that it's false? This
soci ety appears on the surface to function. There is |aw and order, well, sort of. How can you be
so sure that it's not what it seenms?'

"There are books, a book, that tells us the way it should have been. It's all very conplicated. It
woul d take time to explain.'

"On the contrary,' Rex put his armaround her shoulder, '"it's all a lot nore sinple than you
think. | know what went wong here and | think I know how to put it right.

The cab driver went right on whistling. But he'd heard every word.
"If that's where we're going, Barry, there's one or two small things we have to do first.'

"Li ke get the sandwi ches in, chief?

"Like that. And also.' | ducked around the corner of the alleyway and fl attened mnmysel f agai nst the
wal |l the way a flounder hugs the ocean floor. Only vertically. If you catch ny on-shore drift. And
I'"msure that you do. 'Dee and Kel |l ey have been shadowi ng us ever since we left ny office. |I think

it's tine to settle those old scores.

' Ch goody, goody chief. If I had hands to rub in glee, a rubbing of them| would be.'
"Nice couplet, Barry. You got real class.'

"More than can be said for you, you big girl's blouse."’

"What's that, Barry?
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" Not hi ng, chief.'
* * * 1 2 9

The cab cane to a halt. The traffic tailed back. Sirens shrieked and col oured beacons went round
and round the way sonme of them do.

"We'll walk fromhere,' said Rex.

"You want | should wait, bruv?

"That would be just fine. Don't forget to keep the neter running.'
"Ch, | won't, never fear.

Around the Tonorrowran Tavern there was all that pushing and shoving, toing and froing, shouting
and swearing, flashbulb clicking and general mayhemthat ever there was. Rex put on his sungl asses
and el bowed his way into the crowd to gawp along with the rest.

Wthin the police cordon, anbul ances stood, rear doors yawni ng. Body bags were being zipped and
trolleys shuttled back and forth. Rex spied out Sam Maggott hollering at all and sundry and naki ng
good use of his over-sized red gi ngham handkerchief. He al so spied out the Tonorrowran's barnan

He had a strip of bandage tied around his head, a small dot of blood showi ng ronmantically above
the right eye. He was sporting a Cark Gabl e nobustache and being terribly brave about it all

Laura tugged at Rex's arm 'This way.'

They skirted the crowd and slipped away into the network of side alleys.
"Just along here, third turning on the left.'

"You know these all eyways well then, Laura?

"Intimately. | once earned a thirty-six-inch George Il mahogany tea table in the manner of Thonmas
Chi ppen-dal e, behind those trash cans over there.

"Thank you,' said Rex. 'l don't wish to know that.' They reached the third turning on the left.

'Sssh. There's soneone there.' Rex pushed Laura against the wall and craned his neck to see what
was what .

And what was nost certainly what. The Repo Man stood, battle-scarred, speechless and stock still.
But
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around it, the group of men was smartly dad, verbose and seriously agitated. Three wore the white
coats of the back-room boffin, the fourth was dimnutive, little nore than a boy. But he was
dearly giving the orders. He wore a natty black business suit and a pair of sunglasses just like
Rex' s.

"Ch no.' Rex turned his face away and covered it with his hands.

"It's him'

"Hm who? Rex, look at nme. Who is it?

"A very bad nmenory. Does the nanme Jonat han Crawford nmean anything to you?

"Stick "emup,' said I, spinning around the corner and thrusting the snout of the trusty Smth and
Western Railway right up the unsuspecting hooter of Johnny Dee esquire.

"Shit,' said Johnny, doing a reasonable inpression of a Dal ek

"l got you fellas banged to rights. You're nicked.
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"You're nicked?" Ed nade the kind of face | usually keep for Tuesdays. 'Very New York private eye
that. You'll be taking our dabs and turning over our druns next.'

"Don't worry about the vernacularisns.' | waggled my piece in his crony's snoz. 'l got a big score
to settle with you two.'

"Ah,' said Ed. 'You nmean the matter of us costing you your wi fe, your job at the department, a dog
named Bl ue and six nonths in intensive care?

"Yeah, and that. | was thinking nore about the unkind remarks you made about my trenchcoat.'

"W were just kidding around. It's a real nice trench-coat. Although | notice extensive second-
degree snutting and several blots of what appears to be sone kind of industrial |ubricant. You
shoul d dab those with | enon juice before they sink right in.'
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"Don't try to smooth-talk me. You were going to saw ny head off.'

"Ah,' said Ed once nore. 'Then | suppose a fornmal apol ogy, couched in ingratiating ternms, wouldn't
exactly fit the bill at this particular time.'

"Damm right. I'mtaking the two of you in.'
"W can't do that right now, chief.’
"Who said that?' Ed | ooked hotter under the collar than a Tina Turner dress shield.

"Never you mnd. OK If | can't bring you in, then I'"'mjust going to have to nake a citizen's
execution.' | withdrew the nmuzzle of the trusty Smth and Wi stcoat from Johnny's nose and pointed
it at his forehead.

"Hold hard,' said he, raising his hands and shaking his head. 'You can't shoot us. If you do
you'll never recover the Presley hoard.'

"Don't bet on it. Ofer your apologies to the deity, fellas. You and he are about to nove nmouth.'

"I's there nothing we can say to make you change your mi nd?

"Not hing. Your tine has cone.' | had that flinty look in ny eyes that told Ed all he needed to
know.
'K then.' Ed shrugged. 'That's the way of it, | suppose. W've had a good innings. | can accept

my fate. How about you, Johnny?

"Ch yes. | can accept it also. | have ny regrets of course. But there you are. | only w sh
"What do you wi sh, Johnny?

"Ch nothing. A dying man's last request. Nothing to bother our flinty-eyed Nenesis with.'

" Come on now, Johnny. Certainly M Wodbine is a hard-boiled, tough as they cone, |antern-jawed
har bi nger of our certain doom But he is also an American and before he guns you down in cold
bl ood, in the manner you so justly deserve | might add, I'msure he will see his way clear to
giving you a dying request.'

"Do you really think so?
132
"Why not ask hi myoursel f?

"Ch, | couldn't. It's too enbarrassing.'
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"CGo on,' said |, stroking nmy lantern jaw. 'It can't hurt to ask.'

"Well... it's just that | always wanted to die clutching sonething that was near to the earth. A
fl ower perhaps.'

" Touchi ng, Johnny.' Ed patted his chum 1 can appreci-ate that. One should be near to the natural
worl d when one neets with an unnatural death.'

"Wl |l put, Ed. But where would we find a flower around here? Or even a vegetable if it comes to
t hat ?'

'Even a vegetable, yes. To touch a vegetable, clasp it in your hands when you nmet with what fate
had to offer. What a joy. But it would take a pretty exceptional executioner to cone up with a
veget abl e on the spur of the noment. M Wodbine's hardly going to be carrying around a vegetable
in his pocket, nowis he?

'Ch yeah?' said |, plucking Barry frommy top pocket. 'Wll, check this out.'
"Anmracle,' cried Johnny. 'The man is a saint.'

"Saint | may be but schnuck | ain't. Wat do you guys take ne for? You really think | was going to
fall for aline like that and hand Barry over to you?

Johnny nodded his head. 'Yes,' said he, 'l did, as it happens.
"So did I,' said Ed.
"Wll OKthen. | just wanted to be sure you weren't trying to pull a fast one on ne.' | tossed

Barry over to Johnny Dee. 'Ain't gonna do you the slightest good any which way. Barry's banjoed
and you've got An Appoint-nent Wth Death*.'

"Chief. You' re on a wong' n. Take me back.'

‘"Let the man have his dying request, Barry. Don't be stingy. I'll catch you when he hits the
dirt.'
"But chief . . .'

*A Lazl o Whodbine thriller
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"Bye, fellas.' | pointed nmy piece at Johnny and squeezed on the trigger. There was a pretty
pathetic little click, it being out of bullets and everything. But suddenly there was sonething of
a puff of snoke and | found nyself standing all alone in the alleyway with what might well be

met aphorical egg all over ny kisser

"Barry?' said |

"You bl oody fool, chief,' echoed a little green voice.
"What's that, Barry?

" Not hi ng, chief.'

Rex took out Laura's pistol and peered along the barrel. 'Wat exactly does this do?" he asked.
"What is its range and what are its capabilities? Please be specific. An opportunity like this
m ghtn't present itself again.'

"You are going to kill this Jonathan Crawford then?
"I truly feel it would be for the best.'

'Have you ever killed anyone before?
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"No. Not as such.'

Then et nme do it.'

Certainly not. What does this gun do?

It fires an explosive acid cap. Doesn't matter where you hit sonmeone. Contact is always lethal.'

"l deal for hone defence, | have no doubt.' Rex took the gun in both hands. Both hands were
trembling. "He's evil.' Rex bit his lip. '"Very evil. About as evil as it is possible to get.'

"Then shoot him Don't think about it. Do it quickly.'

Don't think about it. Rex took a deep breath, sprang out from hiding and drew down upon the boy in
t he business suit.

"Jonat han,' he shouted. 'Over here.'
The boy turned. 'Rex,' said he. "Well, well, well.

"I'"msorry, Jonathan.' Rex squeezed the trigger. Jonathan pulled one of the back-room boffin types
into the line of fire. The bullet struck the white-clothed back. There was a nmuffled report, the
nman rose upon
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tiptoe but he didn't fall. H's body seened to swell and distort but he just stood there. Scream ng
and screaning. Rex turned his face away. Covered his ears. But the cries of agony went on and on

"He's dead, Rex. He's dead.' Laura pulled his hands fromhis head and shouted into his face. 'Stop
scream ng. '

Rex tore hinself away from her. 'Scream ng?
'He's dead. Look for yourself,'

Rex | ooked for hinself. The body lay twi sted at inpossible angles. Jonathan had gone. The Repo Man
had gone.

Rex turned away and was violently sick
135

11

25. And thus did the big tour continue.
And El vis spake unto his people
regardi ng such matters as crude oil
gasoline and stretch Cadill acs.

26. And the children of Elvis did hang on his every word. And when he had spoken they did hasten
unto Kuwait,

Saudi Arabia and Texas, saying, 'These also are the prom sed | ands.'
The Suburban Book of the Dead

This was just great. Dee and Kell ey had done the now | egendary vani shing act and they'd taken
Barry along with them | wasn't a little nonplussed.

I never had a fear of going it alone, don't get me wong. |I've gone it alone nore tines than a
hermt with attitude. But it was going to be a real bumer not having the little guy around to
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chat with while | single-handedly solved nmy cases.

I refilled ny piece. | had just about run nyself dry of duff funnies regarding the trusty Smith
and What sa-nanme. Right now | had a job to do. Recover the Presley hoard and save civilization as

we woul d know it. Be-cause, as you may, or may not have realized, this is one big nunber. | wasn't
bei ng paid $500,000 a day to sit on ny butt and watch Blue Peter. In fact, without Barry | wasn't
going to get paid $500,000 at all. In fact without Barry | was possibly in the deep brown stuff up

neck- anays.
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| 1 ooked up at the building. Biggest damm thing | ever saw. And sonewhere inside it, was the
Presl ey hoard, or was going to be real shortly. | straightened ny shoul ders, choked back a small -
tear for the loss of a good buddy and turned up the collar of ny trenchcoat.

"CK,' said | with nore deternination than a sybarite in a sacristy. '"Nows the tinme to nail ny
colours to the nast, throw away t he scabbard, buckle to, go the whole hog, cross the Rubicon, grab
the bull by the horns, put ny shoulder to the wheel and |eave a note out for the nmlkman.'

I wasn't | ooking for trouble. But if trouble cane looking for me | wasn't going to be hard to
find. Only a dog dies in Brooklyn when Frank Sinatra's in the witness box. If you know what
mean. And |'m sure that you do-be-do-be-do

"I don't know what to say, Rex.' Laura held Rex in her arns. They were back in her apartnent. Bil

had dropped them off and was |urking outside. 'You're feeling pretty bad, | can see that.'
"Bad? Laura, | shot a man in the back. |I've never killed anyone. | don't do that kind of thing. |
get into inpossible scrapes but win through in the end. | can't live with this. A man's death on

my conscience.' Rex covered his face and sobbed.
'He was one of the bad guys.'

'"That doesn't matter. | don't even know his nane. | killed him One nonent he was alive, then

"You did what you thought was right. It was an accident.'
"I took a man's life. Doesn't that nean anything to you?'
Laura shrugged. 'He was only a Repo Man. | can't see what you're maki ng such a fuss about.'

"A Repo Man?' Rex was aghast.

"Sure. | saw all the sparks when he went down.'
137
'Saw t he sparks? Laura, you let ne throw up all over the alley, all over Bill's cab. Cy ny eyes

out, make an absolute wally of nyself and now you tell nme he was a Repo Man.'
"I thought you knew.'
"Laura,' said Rex, 'kindly take off all your clothes.'

"How did you do that? ,' didn't do that . . .' Barry was boggled. He had just nmaterialized in a
certain top-secret roomin the bad conpany of Dee and Kell ey.

' The transperanbul ati on of pseudo-cosmic anti-matter,' John Dee explained. 'Surely you know al
about the cross-polarization of negatively-charged beta par-ticles.'

"Am | a sprout, or what?
"You certainly are. And a very special one.'

"Well, thanks. But listen, chief. That was a pretty sneaky stroke you pulled on Laz back there.
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H mand ne work as a team you know, | don't do any freelance jobs, especially not with a pair of
| ow down—

" Low down?' Johnny Dee gave Barry a nasty tweak.
"Not hing, chief. So what's all this about, then?
Dee sniled upon the sprout and patted himkindly.
"Turn me up the right way, chief. | hate having nmy bum patted.

"My apologies. It's just that we have a little surprise for you and we didn't want M Wodent op
spoiling it.

"That's nice. | think.'

"There's soneone we want you to nmeet,' said Ed. 'C ose your eyes for a nonent. You do have eyes,
don't you?'

"l can't recall any nmention of them but | suppose | nust have or | wouldn't be able to see
anyt hing, would I? Unless of course | have derma-optical perception. | do possess sone pretty
awesone powers, as you nmay well be aware.'

"Ch we are, we are. Now shut your eyes or whatever it is you do.'
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"You won't do anything unpleasant to ne, will you, chief?

"Trust us.'

"Like shit.'

"What's that?

"Not hi ng, chief. They're dosed.'

"Al'l right. Now keep them closed.' Barry heard a door open and footsteps conming in his direction.
He was able to calculate that these were nade by a man in his twenties, approximtely six feet
tall, weighing a little over eleven stone. Wiich was a little bit awesone, but not very.

" Open your eyes,' cried Johnny Dee.

Barry opened them up. Ed and Johnny were sporting foolish party hat and bl owi ng those paper things

that uncurl |ike a chanel eon's tongue and go baarrrp. And standi ng between them was .

"Rex!' Barry boggled anew. 'Rex Mundi, as | live and osnopse.'

"Barry,' the other Rex replied. 'l can't tell you how pleased this nakes ne.'
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Rex lay on the bed snmiling wistfully at the ceiling. "That was wonderful,' he said.

Laura made a face. 'What a cop-out. | just knew the horny sex wouldn't get a nention. And if it

didn't get a nention, then we didn't actually do it,"'

Rex turned her a surprised stare. 'Wiat do you nmean? W' ve been hunping away for a whole two and a
hal f pages. Look at these saddle sores. And all the sandpaper |'ve used up,

'So you say,'’
Rex counted on his fingers. 'Half page 139 and pages 140 and 141.°

Laura flicked back. 'Blank Tipp-Exed out! Typical!
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"Wen,' said Rex. "Well, | never did.'

"Evidently not. Shall | now wap nmyself in the duvet and slip into the shower for a m sty out-of-
focus sil-houette?

"No,' Rex put his arm around her shoulder. 'Speak to nme. There is a great deal | need to know if
I'"mgoing to do anything about it,'

"All right. Wiere do you want ne to start?'

"Tell me about Elvis,'

"The Living God?

' God? The King perhaps, but God? What is all this?
"Elvis the Everliving,' Laura spat in a nost unladylike fashion. "That to him'
"Quite.' Rex wiped his eye.

"Sorry, Rex,'

"Don't nention it. But tell ne about Elvis,'

"You really don't know, do you? Were are you from Rex? How did you get here? You're with us,
aren't you?'

"One thing at a tine. Just tell ne about Elvis,'

"It's all in here,' Laura reached over to the bedside table, a Sheraton sati nwood cabinet, with
cross-banded doors flanked by pilasters inlaid with husk chains. She brought to light a slimblack
volume and tossed it to Rex.
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Rex turned it to face himand read the title. "THE SUBURBAN BOOK OF THE DEAD it said in nice big
letters. 'What?' Rex |eafed through the pages. "This isn't nmy book. The book | had all those years
ago. Thisis . . .'

'"It's a bible," sneered Laura. The bible of the fal se nessiah.'

"Ch dear, oh dear, oh dear.' Rex nade a major sigh. 'I think I'd better give this a bit of a read.
Wuld you mind terribly if | did this on my own?

"Woul d you chaps mind terribly if Barry and I were |left alone? the other Rex asked. 'W have so
very much to tal k about.’

"No sweat, excellency - | nmean, Rex.' Johnny Dee w nked [ewdly, and he and Kell ey shuffled
backwar ds through the doorway and were gone.

"You've fallen in with a right bad pair there, chief. They're wanted crinminals, you know '

"I know, Barry. I've tricked theminto working for ne. I"'mtrying to track down the Presley hoard.
Those two stole it.'

"I know, chief. That's why Laz and | are here also.'
'Laz?' The other Rex asked casually. 'Wo's Laz?

"He's a detective fromthe twenty-fifth century. W work together now. I'mthe straight man, he's
my conmic relief. Traditional set-up, you know the kind of thing.'

The ot her Rex nodded. 'A well-tried fornula. But where is Elvis? | thought you and he . . .’
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"Ah, chief. A sad business that.'

"Do you want to talk about it?" The other Rex placed Barry on the table and seated hinself. 'I'm
really keen to nmeet up with Elvis again.'

"Not much chance of that chief. He's . . .°

"Go on, Barry.

"Nah, chief. It's better that you don't know.'
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"Barry. You and | have known each other a long tine. Elvis and ne, we were, you know .

"Sure, | know, chief. You were good buddies. OK I'IIl tell it like it was. But it's a sad tale and
it doesn't have a happy ending.'

Rex dosed the book. It didn't have a happy endi ng.

So that was it. Elvis had travelled back to the dawn of mankind and persuaded God to let himdo it
his way. And God, in his infinite wisdom or in a nmonent of severe brainstorm had actually given
hi mthe go-ahead. Elvis had then travelled forwards in tine, |ocating each poten-tial nother of
the Anti-Christ and wooed her away fromthe Satanic father to be. Sonething which, no doubt, he
enjoyed a great deal. The result being that the Anti-Christ never got born. On the face of it a
nost i ngeni ous schene.

But along the way it had all got fouled up. Elvis's vanity had been given its full and well -

qui ffed head. He'd had hinsel f painted and scul ptured agai n and again, and he'd been there for al
the world to see. Century after century. Elvis the Everliving. He had become God. But what of
Jesus? Rex flicked back to the appropriate page and read al oud.

And Elvis said unto Pontius Pilate, 'Listen Pont, this is a bumrap. The guy's a first-tine
of fender. Al he did was shoot his nouth off a little. He's still prepared to render unto Caesar
and stuff. How s about easing up on the sentence, it is Easter after all.

And Pil ate spake thusly, saying, 'Seeing as it's you and this is a fine case of O d Bedwetter
you' ve brought nme, I'Il play the white man. But 1'll have to give hima caution at |east. Wat do
you suggest?

And Elvis in his wisdomreplied, 'Let the kid off with a fine. Say thirty pieces of silver. | can
get that off Judas, he's come into sone cash lately.'
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And Pilate said, 'So let it be.' And let it be it was.

"CGot himoff with a fine.'" Rex buried his face in his hands. 'Elvis, you steam ng great buffoon
You cocked it all up. You caused all this." A world that was nothing but imge. A world where
style was everything and the wearing of white shoes in a blue suede shoe zone was a capita

of fence. 'Brilliant,' sighed Rex. 'You really had the nother of all revelations this tinme, didn't
you? But where?' Rex leafed through to the end of the book. 'Were are you now?'

"Where is he now?' the other Rex asked.

" Around sonewhere, chief. You see, he and | had a bit of a falling out. It was all those statues
and stuff. And the paintings. Everywhere, every tine we were, he'd want to get his |ikeness done
He had this book, see, A Conplete History of the Wrld' s Art. So every century we were in he'd say
"W nust drop in and say howdy to M chel angel o or Raphael or Donatello or Leonardo," and he'd get
his picture painted.’

' The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles painted his pic-ture?

"Chief, that gag was done back on page 16 and it stank then.’
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"Sorry. Please continue.
' Thank you. So, like | said, we'd drop in on Van Gogh and Dali and Dave Carson
' Dave Carson?' the other Rex asked. 'Who he?'

"Only the greatest artist of the twentieth century, that's who. [AIl right for you, Davey?] He
drew Elvis with all these tentacles conming out of his bonce. Not ny cup of tea at all. Now don't
keep in-terrupting.'

"Sorry, Barry. Go on.'
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"Wl l, he got scul pted and frescoed and pai nted and even woven into the bl oody Bayeux tapestry
dressed as a Nornan soldier. Century after century.'

1 see. And you didn't approve? You respected his notives but detested his vanity.'

"No, chief. That wasn't it at all.’

"Then what was it?

‘"He never let nme be in the sodding pictures.'

Laura returned fromthe shower. She was naked and she snelled |ike Heaven. 'You've read it then?

"I've read it. But what | still don't understand is, if you were schooled on this stuff, how do
you know it's wong? Wiat are you, an atheist?

"An atheist? Laura laughed. 'I'mone of the Children of the Revolution. | believe in the true
God. '
"The true God. | see. That is npbst encouraging.'

' Then you believe al so? But of course you do. He sent you to help us, didn't he?
"l suppose he mnust've done.’

"Yes.' Laura seated herself on the bed and Rex gave her a good sniff. 'This crap,' Laura took the
book from Rex's fingers and struck it with the back of her hand. 'None of this is the truth. Elvis
was never, is never, the true Cod.'

"Bravo.' Rex noved in for a cuddle. 'I can dig that.'

Laura shifted out of range. '"Elvis was nerely a vehicle.'

" Eh?

"A vehicle for the true God. The true God spake unto him and controlled his every novenent.'
'He did?

"He did. The true God dwelt within Elvis. In here.' Laura tapped the back of her head. 'He
dictated Elvis's every action, whilst remaining invisible and all know ng.'

"He did?'" Rex went again. 'And who is He?
' BAH- REAH.' Laura drew an invisible circle on her
146

forehead. 'BAH-REAH is the true God and we are the children of BAH REAH. The Children of the
Revol ution. W will cast down the towers of the false god and raise the banner of the Al -Knower.
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Hai | bah-reah!

' BAH REAH?' The horrified expression on Rex's face wasn't as pretty as a picture. 'Could that be
pronounced Barry by any chance?

"So there you have it,' said the sprout that several hundred well-armed revol utionaries knew as
BAH- REAH the All -Knower. 'We parted conpany and | took up with the bozo in the trenchcoat. | get a
| augh out of it. Od Laz is a pretentious son of a gun, but he's got a heart of gold. He doesn't
come cheap, but he gets the job done. Wth himyou can expect a lot of gratuitous sex and
violence, a trail of corpses and a thrilling roof-top—

"Yes. | get the picture. But where is Elvis? Here, in the now?

"l guess, chief. This was our last port of call. Elvis had this revelation, see? Said that the
Anti-Christ was going to show up here. Said that as Mther Dendi ke had escaped at the end of They
Cane And Ate Us, there was a | oose end. He was real concerned about it. But not too concerned that
he couldn't find time to drop into Sinon Butcher's to have his picture taken.'

"Sinon Butcher, the society photographer?
"That's the guy, chief. You know hinf

"We've never net. But they say he's the greatest photographer of all tine.' [If it's another nane
drop then it gets cut. Ed]

"Couldn't say. | didn't stick around for the session. Utilizing sone of the truly awesone powers
at nmy disposal, | took, as Laz would say, a powder, and went on the Iam A sprout can take just so
much and then no nore. |f you catch my drift. And I'm sure that you do.'

"l understand. But |'m puzzled. You cane along with
147
Dee and Kelley w thout a fuss. Wy was that?

"Ah,' said Barry. "Well I've run into a spot of bother. | find nyself tenporarily incapacitated in
the tine-travelling departnment. | can't seemto get it together at present. It will no doubt sort
itself out in a few days.

"A few days?' The horrified expression the other Rex now wore was exactly identical to the one the
other other Rex had been wearing only nonents before. Weird, eh? 'A few days? But in a couple of
days the Big Bang goes up.

'The Big Bang goes up. Yes, | know that.' Barry gazed upon the other Rex. 'But how cone you know
that, bucko?

"What's that, Barry?

" Not hi ng, chief.'

"He has to be here,' said the real M Mndi. 'Sonmewhere here, in the now
"Who has to be?

Elvis. He's here sonewhere.'

He's always here. That's what he does. That's why he is.’'

Rex flicked through to the final page of The Suburban Book of the Dead. ' "And Elvis went unto the
House of Light and was seen no nore." What does that nean, do you suppose? The House of Light?
That he died, would that be it?

"Uh-uh.' Laura shook her head. 'The House of Light is right here in Presley Gty.'

"And built just like a jukebox, I'Il bet.'
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"You got it. But it's not in the phone book | only discovered | was in it by sheer chance. The guy
who owns it was shouting all kinds of stuff and he let it slip. I had this live eel and he |iked
to have me insert it . . .'

" Thank you, Laura. So who is this fish fancier?'

"His nane is Sinmon Butcher and he's the nost fanmpbus photographer of all tine.'
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' Famous phot ographer, it figures. And you know himwel | ?

"You gotta know a guy quite well before he trusts you to stick a live eel up his . '
"Quite so. Then | think we'd better pay this M Butcher a visit.'

| gazed up at the building. Biggest damm piece of architecture |I've ever seen. And |'ve seen sone.
I only say this in passing, you understand. Just to set the scene and seeing as | haven't been in
the plot too nmuch lately. It costs nothing to say it was a big old building, not if you're
standing in an alleyway. The way | was currently doing. | figured there were a whole | ot of
answers inside that building and | figured that like or not there had to be a back entrance to it
somewhere. And | figured that it would be nmore than a racing cert that it was situated in another
all eyway. So | struck out in search

The sun was goi ng down upon Presley City. It would do this twice nore and then call it a day. As
far as Presley City was concerned anyway.

Bill was |eaning on his cab, spitting at the wing nmrror and hal f-heartedly polishing it with his
sleeve. He stif-fened to belligerent attention as Rex and Laura ap-proached.

"All better now, are we?' he enquired in a manner hardly calculated to endear. 'Got over our
queezy runf?

Rex opened the cab door for Laura.

"Ready to hit the night spots, eh?" the cabby continued. 'I've left the meter running by the way.
Want to settle up now or later?

‘"Later,' said Rex. 'Do you know Sinmon Butcher's studio?
"Hardly miss it. Biggest danm building in town.'

"Then kindly take us there.'

"Your wish is my conmand, oh naster.

149

"Hhm ' Rex followed Laura into the cab which was beconing their second hone and they were driven
off into A Night of Danger*

"W goi ng shoppi ng again tonorrow, squire? Bill called over his shoulder. "Only this junpsuit's
goi ng through at the arse and the bellbottons are getting well chewed up on the pedals.

"l haven't decided yet. Do you have any nusic you could play?

"l surely do.' Bill rooted anpongst a rack of laser discs. 'l got the Cray Cherubs, the Lost
Teeshirts of Atlantis, The Turbulent Priests, Sonic Energy Authority—

'Got any Marc Bol an?' Rex asked.
"l got "Pewter Suitor".

"Vell bung it on and turn it up.'
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Bill bunged it on and turned it up
Rex nuzzl ed dose to Laura's ear. '|I think we are going to have to | ose the cabby,' he whispered.
Laura sniled back at him 'Just say the word,' she replied, wthout noving her I|ips.

"In the nmeantinme,' Rex whispered on. 'Tell nme what you know about the chap off the telly. Make it
| ook i ke you're singing along.'

"You don't ask much, do you? OK. ' Laura sang al ong.
'"He's a rel-ig-ious |oon

he's real |oonie tune aha ha

He tops the folk on his show

and he | oves the way they go aha ha

The station says it ain't rea

but you can tell by how they squeal aha ha

And that's all | know

na na na nanana na
na na na nanana na
na na na nanana
*A Lazl o Whodbine thriller (although it shouldn't be on this page)
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"Thanks,' said Rex. 'But that wasn't the tune of "Pewter Suitor", that was "Hot Love",

"Ch, I"'mso sorry,' Laura got a huff on. 'But all his later stuff sounds the sane to ne. And,
seeing as it was only a cheap literary device anyway, and that not even the | egendary G aham
Gardner* owns a copy of "Pewter Suitor”, who's ever going to know?'

"Point taken. Are we nearly there, Bill?

"What say, guv? Hang on while | turn down "Tel egram Sam', | can't hear what you're saying,'
'See what | nmean?' Laura stuck her tongue out at Rex.

"l said," Rex said when all was quiet, 'are we nearly there?

"Yep. That's it up ahead. Pretty snazzy, eh? Some scamthat photography gane. Did you know t hat
Cecil Beaton couldn't even load his own canera? | had that Robert Mappl ethorpe in the back of ny
cab once,’

"No, you didn't.' Rex shook his head.

"Of course | didn't. Just trying to enliven the journey with a spot of cabby's banter. Al part of
t he service.

"Just drive the cab,’

"Just drive the cab,' Bill echoed Rex's words in a sarcastic sing song. 'No pleasing sone people.
So | said to Robert Mapplethorpe, | don't call that art, having your self portrait done with a
whi p stuck up your . . '

"Bill, please just drive. You really nust |learn where to draw the |ine,"'
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"I"measy, nme. | never had a lot of tine for good taste. |I'm a take-ne-as-you-find-me sort of guy,
know what | nmean? G ve ne a shellsuit, a pit-bull terrier and a wife to smack around after |'ve
had a few, and |'m happy. | speak as | find. There's no side to ne and | | ook after nme old num

The famly's everything to ne. | mght abuse ny kids, but where's the harmin that? Society's to
bl ane

The worl d's | eading expert on the life and works of the netal guru. And author of God Put the Tree
There.
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when you cone right down to it. If I'd had a proper education do you think I1'd be driving this cab
around?'

"I really couldn't say. But as you are, perhaps you nmight just do it in silence.'

"Bl okes like you," Bill continued, warming to his topic, "you're privileged. You think you're
better than nme. But you're not. | can see right through you.'

"You can drop us off on the corner if you like, Bill.'

"Ch, Bill, isit? On first-nane terns, are we? Just because you've run up $100, 000 on the neter
you think you own nme. Well you don't.

"l don't know what's brought this on all of a sudden

"You bastards get right up nmy bum Bigfoot noses for lunch and a flashy whore on the end of your
grow er for tea.'

"Stop the cab!'’

Bill accelerated and then rammed his foot on the brake pedal causing Rex and Laura to plumret
fl oorward.
"Here do you, chief? Bill smirked round at his strug-gling passengers. 'Gve her one for ne while

you're down there.'
"Right, that does it.' Rex fought his way upright. 'Step outside.'

"Ch ho, step outside is it? Sure enough.' The cabby swung open his door and clinbed out. 'Let ne
hel p you.' He opened the car door for Rex. 'Mnd your head, chief.'

That's twice with the chief, thought Rex, who rather than have his head nashed by a sl amm ng door,
put his boot against it and offered a m ghty Kkick

The door shot open, knocking Bill fromhis feet and sending himspraw i ng across the sidewal k. A
strangel y-deserted sidewal k, Rex noted as he | eapt out of the cab and stal ked over to the fallen
driver.

"What's got into you?' he demanded. 'Why are you behaving like this?
152

Bill glared up at him H's face was a ghastly white and his eyes shone red as Cortina brake
i ghts.

"l hate you.' The grounded cabby spoke the words in a |l ow cold dead tone which |eft absolutely no
margi n for misinterpretation

Rex took a precautionary step backwards. He was genuinely shocked. 'Wy?' he asked. 'Wat have
done to you?
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Bill raised hinself on his el bows and scowl ed fiercely. 'You don't know ne, but | know you.'

Rex sought a speedy solution. He really was in sone-thing of a hurry and there was going to be
not hi ng gai ned by engaging in either argunent of fisticuffs with a cab driver

"Look,' said he, 'l don't know what your problemis and in all candour, | don't actually care.
Here, take this.' He pulled several wistwatches fromhis pocket and flung one down to Bill. '"I'm
borrow ng your cab.'

"I think not." Bill's face took on an evil grin. He folded his arns across his chest and swung
upri ght magically upon his heels.

"Hm' Rex didn't like the ook of that one little bit.

Bill glared himeye to eye. 'I'mgoing to punish you," he snarled. "It will be a | ong painful
I ingering punishnent terminating in a horrifying death.'

‘Il really don't have time for this.' Rex was backing towards the cab. A voice inside himwas
saying 'drive like buggery if you know what's good for you'.

"Ch no you don't.' The cabby shot out an arm He shot it straight out of his junpsuit sleeve,
t hrough the skin and bones of his human hand and right at Rex's throat.

The hand, which missed the ducking Rex by inches, struck the cab, rocking it upon its wheels and
| eaving a fearsone five-knuckled intaglio above the driver's door. The hand was broad, bl ack
scal ed and terribly tal oned.

Rex rolled across the sidewal k and cane up with his
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hand inside his | eather jacket. Now where was Laura's gun? Rex patted hinself frantically. Not
upon his person, it so appeared.

"Oh dear, oh dear,' groaned Rex.
Bill turned upon him 'Don't recognize nme yet?

Rex gaped at the cab driver in the soiled junpsuit. The cab driver who now di splayed a big bl ack
muscul ar right arm about four feet long, curtained by torn Lycra and ribbons of human flesh

"Let's give you another due. Tell nme when you think you're getting warm' Bill began to bulge in
all directions. Hs shoulders spread to the acconpani ment of sickening bone-cracking reports. His
head expanded, the facial features flattening, but for the eyes which popped fromtheir sockets.
The crutch of the junpsuit shot forwards as if under the inpetus of sonme mighty erection. A
tiger's head sprang out fromit snorting and snarling.

Rex watched in horror as the black clawtore Bill's left armfromits socket and flung it far up
the street. Another huge and hi deous arm sprouted fromthe ruined shoul der. Rex felt that now
really would be the tinme to make a getaway.

Wth a great heave the black claws ripped away Bill's scalp, his face split fromtop to bottom
revealing the three denmoni c masks of Hades rising fromwithin. One of a bull, one of a ramand the
third a beast of terrible aspect.

Asnodeus!' Rex did further backings away. 'But how? You're dead. Gone into the ether.

"When you killed ne back at the M skatonic? You expelled ne fromthat plane. Now | exist in this
one. And |'mreally hungry.'

The beast-face | eered at Rex and then began to | augh. Now, it wasn't your average giggle, snigger
snicker, titter or tee hee. Nor, it nust be said, a hoot, chuckle, chortle, crow or cackle. There
wasn't even a hint of the belly wobbler or the throaty guffaw. What you had here was your one
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hundred per cent pure, full-scale Hell's-a-
154
happeni ng, deep-down Satanic bowel |oosener. And it fair put the wind up Rex Mundi

Asnodeus shook away the clinging remains of good old Bill. Gobbets of cabby flesh, splinters of
fractured bone and jaded junpsuit remants sprayed over the sidewal k.

"That's better,' said he, flexing his titanic shoulders and thrusting out his great barrel of a
chest. "It was really cranped in there. | was just supposed to keep an eye on you and let you |ead
us to the eneny. But sod it, I'"'mreally hungry. Those bigfoot noses don't hit the spot.

"l could get you a takeaway.' Rex took another step backwards and found to his unhappi ness that he
had backed hinself neatly into a well-barred shop door-way.

The nonstrous tiger on which Asnbdeus sat crept forwards, sul phurous plunes of snmoke rising from
its nostrils. Asnbdeus dug his spurs in. 'Gee up, Tigger,' he cried.

For those who nissed his performance in They Cane And Ate Us it nust be said that this wasn't a

very nice denon at all. Heinrich Kraner, co-author of the nerry Malleus Ml eficarum wote of him
t hus:
"Et quosdam daenones, quos Dusios Galli nuncupant, adsidue hanc immunditiamet tentare et

efficere, plures tal esque adscurant, ut hoc negare inpudentiae uideatur.’
And how true those words are, even today.
"Sweetneats first,' crowed Asnpdeus. 'l want this to |ast.

He plunged at Rex, who had nowhere to run, scooped himup with a single novenent and hel d hi m good
and hi gh.

"Yum yum yum'
"No, wait. Let's talk about this.'
155

"OFf with his goolies, nice and slow.' Asnpbdeus pre-pared to make a substantial, octave-raising
munch. The lad in the | eather kicked, struggled and called for nercy. But it really wasn't going
to get hi manywhere.

The beast-face pursed its lips and a set of those extendi ble animatronic teeth, which have becone
de rigueur for every good nonster since Alien hit the screen, snuck out, dripping sline.

"Ch no. Don't do that.' Rex crossed his |legs and thought 'retraction'.
The extendible teeth went 'snap snap snap'.
"Put Rex down!'

Rex turned his terrified eyes fromthe inpend-ing horrors below. Laura stood before the cab. She
held the intricate hand weapon in both hands. 'Put hi mdown.'

Asnodeus took his teeth back. "What's all this?
"Put himdown or | shoot.

The three faces turned and gl ared back over the denon's shoul ders. 'Ah yes; you. | shall have uses
for you once |'ve eaten.

"Put himdown. | nean it.

'She nmeans it,' said Rex.
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"Don't be silly."'
"No, she really does. You'd best put me down if you know what's good for you.'

Asnodeus swung his faces back to Rex. 'What's good for me at about this time is a nice supper off
t he bone. Followed by a good cigar, a bottle or two of brandy and acts of gross depravity upon the
whore. "'

" Shoot him Laura!'’

Laura t hunbed dials on her weapon and let off three rounds into the back of the denon's head.
"Ch ouch! On shit! Ch Hell!"'

"Ch bah!' went the ram s face.

"Oh snort!' went the bull's.

Rex found hinself crashing to the ground.
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"That really smarts.' Asnodeus clawed at the back of his head.

" Shoot him sonme nore.' Rex crawl ed away. Laura shot him some nore

" Ch bl oody bl eeding bliney.'

Rex was on his feet and running. 'CGet back in the cab.’

Asnodeus shook his head and swung his nount around. 'Now |'mangry. Let's kill 'emand eat.'

"Get in the cab.' Rex thrust Laura into the back of the car and threw hinself into the driver's
seat. He scrabbled at the dashboard.

"VWere are the keys?' he asked.
"l haven't got them Bill nust of taken them'
"Aw shit!"

Asnodeus reined his devil steed around to the front of the cab. He clinbed down and sniled
thricely through the wi ndscreen. 'You've upset ne now,' he grow ed, 'and do you know what happens
when | get upset?

Rex considered that it probably wasn't anything good.

Asnodeus took hold of the front bunper and gave the cab an al mi ghty shake.

'Rex, do sonething!’

"What can | do? Ch no!'

Asnodeus |ifted the cab and held the front of it high above his head. ' Say good night people.’
' Good ni ght, Rex.'

' Goodbye, Laura. It's been nice.'

"Yeah. It's been really nice, as it happens.’

' Goodbye!' screaned the three faces of Asnbdeus the arch-denon.
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32. And snoothly did they now dress.
And cool were their shades. And
wel | - heel ed were they, what with the oi
revenues and all.
33. And Elvis did play ever to packed
houses and many were the daughters of
men who cane in unto him
The Suburban Book of the Dead

Your really classic science-fiction novie usually begins with the big pan across deep space. It's
a tradition or an old charter or sonmething. The canmera pans across all those stars and gal axi es
and lets the audi ence know that this is one big nunber. The audi ence, who have seen it all many
times before, shift in their seats, chit chat and open bags of popcorn.

Then the panning is done. And sonething swells into view It might be a dirty great slab of stone,
the Starship Enterprise, a holiday craft with Predator on board, or even a free-falling sprout. On
this particular occasion however, it is a nifty little flying saucer. One of those dome-topped
affairs, circa 1958

The saucer whizzes overhead, the canera follows it and the next thing you see is its destination.
Good ol d Planet Earth.

The planet grows to fill the screen, the saucer glows as it passes into the atnosphere. Bl ack
becomes the blue of the sky. Seas and continents fall past. The saucer sweeps in |ower.
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Due to a nowrealized continuity error, the blue sky turns to red, the sun goes down and the
saucer flies on through the night.

Ahead the lights of a great city appear on the horizon. A wondrous city, its high towers
resembl i ng the Jukeboxes of the Gods*

The saucer drops between the towers, flies | ow over strangely deserted streets and conmes suddenly
to a grinding halt.

Rex stared through the up-turned w ndscreen
"Cor,' said he. "What's that?
A blinding light filled the cab and a beam of raw bl ue energy pul sed down.

Asnodeus stiffened as the beamengulfed him let out a roar of disapproval and was pronptly
atom zed. The cab crashed down on to the street and there was a bit of a hush

The head of Rex Mundi appeared above the dashboard of the cab. 'Golly. Laura, are you all right?
Laura's face peeped fromthe back. 'Wat happened?

" Sonet hing.' Rex craned his neck, but the saucer had gone. The cab's engine burst into life. 'l
think we just had hel p froman unexpected quarter.

"Then let's get out of here.'’

'Yes. Let's do.'
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The Butcher Buil ding was, as has been nentioned, constructed after the style of a sixty-six-storey
j ukebox. For those | overs of the nickel odeon, anxious to know exactly which nodel it was based
upon, tough titty. I've only got the one book on jukeboxes and |I've used up all the good ones. And
let's face it, as a running gag, it really wasn't up to much. Like all that psychol ogy nonsense.
Dead pretentious.

*An Erich Von Dani ken reject.
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Bill's cab skidded to a halt.
"I's that it?

Laura was fixing her hair and repairing her nake-up. 'Are you sure this is wise? Shouldn't we go
into hiding or sonething?

Rex adjusted hinself in the driving mirror. '"If | can find Elvis, then he and | can deal with this
thing. We can put it right.'

Laura | aughed. 'W get attacked by a nonster, the nonster gets zapped by a flying saucer and now
you fancy a chat with God Alm ghty. Life's never dull around you, is it?

Rex m ght have managed a smile. "Elvis and | can handle it.'
"You talk like you're old friends.'
"W are.' Rex got a smle on the go. 'The very best. Cone on.

The doorman of the Butcher Building | ooked suitably inposing. Rex turned a blind eye to the fact
that he was obviously O ficer Cecil, poorly disguised in fal se nou-stache, tailcoat and spats.

"Just keep wal ki ng," whi spered Rex, as he and Laura nmarched up the marble steps which led to the
pl aza before the great building.

They were right at the top when doorman Cecil barred their way.
"Wat cha want ?* he asked.

"I'mRex Mundi.' Rex explained. 'The chap off the telly. I've conme here to have nmy portrait taken
by M Butcher. If you'll be so kind as to tell himl've arrived.'

"Ch. All right then.' Doorman Cecil turned away. Laura passed Rex the gun and Rex bopped him on
the head with it. Doorman Cecil made a slow and extrenely unconvincing fall into unconsci ousness.
"Ch,' he groaned fromthe deck. 'I've been knocked out cold."'

"Hmm ' sighed Rex. 'Let's get this over with.' He took
160
Laura by the arm and gui ded her through the revol ving doors.

The reception area was about as broad as it was long. Wich was very broad and equally | ong. The
carpet was black. The walls were white. The pictures which adorned them were black and white. The
celebrities, captured for posterity by the world's | eadi ng photographer, all seenmed singularly

I acki ng in clothes.

"He's keen on a buff shot, this Butcher,' Rex observed. 'Say, Laura, isn't that you over there?

"Well..." Laura grew sonewhat rosy about the perfect cheekbones. 'I don't renmenber himtaking ny
picture when | was doing that.'

"A small price to pay for a 600 Wirlitzer.'

"Can | help you, sir?" The young woman behi nd the expansive chronmi umrecepti on desk caught Rex's
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atten-tion. She was slim svelte and sophisticated. Rex was no stranger to reception desk
psychol ogy.

'Good evening Ms. My nane is Rex Mundi. Chap off the telly. | have an informal invitation to see
M Butcher. You won't find it in the appointnents book. Could you just ring up to old Si and |et
hi m know | ' ve arrived?'

"M Butcher's having a session at the nonent.'
Rex shunned the obvious rejoinder. "If you'll just tell himRex is here. |'m expected.

"Well, I'"lIl see. But he's very busy.' She turned away to nake the call. Rex handed Laura the gun.
Laura bopped the receptionist on the head with it.

' Thanks,' Rex said. 'Striking wonen al ways goes against the grain with ne.'
"That's funny,' Laura replied. 'I really get off onit.'

"Hm ' went Rex once nore. 'Wich way do you think?

"Fl oor sixty-six. Conme on, 1'll lead the way.'

I watched the Iift as it rode up the side of the building. | didn't know who the guy riding it
was, but through
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my police issue 200x6000 nmacroscopi c | aser-prism binoculars | could see he was the sanme guy who
had j ust bopped the doorman in the head.

I didn't know what he was up to and | guess | didn't care. But you can inagine nmy surprise when |
angl ed said state-of-the-art bins to the street, watched the long black car as it rolled up and
saw the self-sane guy step out of it.

Laz, | said to nyself, Laz, sonething pretty weird s going on here, and if you don't get on to
your agent and negotiate for the use of another couple of sets, you' re gonna be standing in this
Goddanm al | eyway for the rest of the book.

The little light filled the nunmber sixty-six and the little bell went ping. Rex dropped down from
the ceiling.

"Fast lift," said he.
"Bum gag,' said Laura. 'Come on this way.' The doors opened and she strode forth.

She made of f along a |ong marbl e-floored corridor. Rex wal ked cl ose behind, appreciating every
swi sh of her stockings.

Laura sighed. "Walk with nme, or 1'll charge for every swi sh.
"Quite so. Wiere's the studio?
"Ri ght here.

The door had one of those big printed signs which shout NO ENTRY at everybody. Rex didn't listen
toit. He said, '"Gve ne the gun,' and Laura grudgingly parted with it.

"Now stand back.' Rex took the gun in one hand, turned the handle with the other, Kkicked open the
door and | eapt dramatically into the studio.

The scene reveal ed was not without its points of interest. The studio was |arge, |ow ceilinged and
about as broad as it was long. It was very brightly lit. But there was no sign of any photographic
equi prent about .
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A large portion of the large roomwas taken up with a | arge nunber of very |large nen. And these
hel d very | arge weapons which were all trained upon Rex and Laura.

And beyond all these, seated behind a nice bl ack-topped desk with chrom um | egs, was a dininutive,
boyish figure in a smart grey business suit. He waved gaily.

"Hello Rex. |'ve been waiting for you. Do throw the weapon away, you are somewhat outgunned.'
"Jonat han.' Rex tossed Laura's pistol aside. 'How very unpl easant to see you again.'

The other Rex stepped over the fallen doornan. He spoke into a handset. ' Someone has bopped the
doornman on the head. | medi ate assistance required.'

" Jonat han, what are you doi ng here?
"What is all this Jonathan crap?' Laura asked. 'This is Sinon Butcher.'

"Ch great.' Rex turned his eyes to Heaven. 'You couldn't have nmentioned this when | took a shot at
himin the alleyway.'

"I didn't see himin the alleyway. You were being the big hero with the gun, if you renmenber.'’

"Children, children.' Jonathan put up his hands and stepped from behind his desk. 'Let's have no
acrinony here. We're all friends, after all.’'

"Still the short-arsed little git that ever you were,' Rex conmmented.

"That's quite enough of that. How s the jukebox run-ning, Laura?

"It's buggered, as it happens. Only plays R chie Valens records.'

"Tell Laura | love her,' said Jonathan, painfully off-key.

"Are you going to have nme shot?' Laura ran her fingers through her hair and raised her breasts.
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Jonat han gazed up at them 'No no, not you. | deplore needl ess waste. And | have a spiffing
Regency mahogany Canterbury with fitted drawer and bal uster supports, probably by Gllows. Look
very handsone in your apartnent.'

"Where does this [eave nme?" Rex asked.

‘I have a little job for you.'

"Ch yes? Eel-handler's mate, is it?

Jonat han's face fell. He gawped at Laura. 'You told himabout
"Sorry. It just slipped out.'

"Just slipped out, that's a good'n ... ah.' Rex suddenly sobered to the rifle butt which struck
hi m bet ween the shoul der bl ades.

"I won't be made nock of.' Jonathan waggled his finger at the fallen hero. 'You will speak to ne
politely or I will split my nmen here into two footbhall teans with you as the ball. Do | nake
mysel f quite dear?

Rex nodded bitterly and clinbed to his feet.

'Good. As long as we understand each other. Now, about this little job— A siren sounded and the
roomlights began to flash on and off. 'Ch dear. What is it now?' Jonathan returned to his desk
and tinkered at a console. The siren ceased, the lighting stabilized and a | arge i nage sprang up
on the wall behind him
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It showed the other Rex, who was standing on the plaza before the building waving his arns about.
Lots of darkly-clad figures were noving around him They | ooked equally as well armed as the |arge
| ads on floor sixty-six. And there were nore of them

"Well, well, well. This puts an entirely new conpl exion on things. | hadn't been expecting him
quite so soon. Wat do you think we should do about him Rex?

"Way ask me?’

"Wll, he is you, isn't he?
"He's not ne, he's . '

"Uh-uh.' Jonat han shook his little head. 'He's you, al
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right. You in another reality. A parallel reality. This reality. He's the Rex you m ght have
beconme. The big bad bogeyman hinself. And there's not enough roomfor the two of you here. One has
to go. Seens like he's nmade up his mind which one.

"Are you sure it's ne he's after? No-one knew | was coming here. If you ask ne, you're the one he
wants.'

Jonat han chewed upon a thunmb nail. 'No, no, no. He doesn't know |I'm here. No, no, no.
"Wll there's one way to find out. Let's ask him'

"No. | don't think that would be a good idea at all. A confrontation now would ruin all my plans.
I think I shall have to postpone our little chat about the job. In fact | don't think I will be
requiring your services at all.'

Jonat han touched something on his wist. A section of floor in the mddle of the roomslid aside
and a nice bright-red Buick aircar rose into view Jonathan did another couple of touchings and
the large nmen with the large guns nerged into a single figure. This figure opened the car door for
M Crawford.

"Clever that, isn't it? Alittle innovation of my own. Shan't tell you howit's done of course.
Wul d you care to ride with ne, Laura?

"No. | wouldn't.'

"Wl l, just do anyway.' Jonathan produced a weapon of mightier ilk than Laura's. 'Just get in.
Laura got in.

"So it's goodbye, Rex. There isn't a back door and | doubt whether even you with that charned life
of yours can cone up with a way out of this one.

"Don't you bet onit.'

"Game to the last, eh? Bye bye.' Ceiling panels swi shed aside and Jonathan's nice bright-red Buick
aircar rose into the night sky.

Jonat han waved down at Rex. 'Bye bye,' he nout hed.
Rex gl anced at the inmage on the wall. The plaza was
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now deserted, but the corridor beyond the studio door sounded like it was pretty crowded. Wth the
noi ses of all the marching feet and everything.

"Hmm ' went Rex Mundi. That's another fine ness |'ve gotten nyself into. Mim hmm'
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13
The truth is flexible, white hot, but it
soon becones brittle if tenpered with
cold bullshit.
Robert WIlians
Sterne Wonder felt ny face. Louise Rennison

" There nust be sone kinda way outta here,' sang Rex Mundi to no-one but hinself. The trouble was,
for the life of him he could not inmagine where or what it m ght be.

The big white roomdidn't have nuch to offer. It boasted a desk and a chair to its account. But
was know ngly undersold in the wi ndow departnent. And it only had the one door

Rex stepped lively. He picked up Laura's gun and considered his options. He coul d hide behind the
door and dub them down one by one when they cane in. Or at a pinch he m ght be able to squeeze
hinmself into the desk drawer and hide. A heroic stand agai nst inpossible odds was al ways a
possibility. As was his stunbling across the secret technique of effecting invisibility.

Rex nunmbered his options on to his fingers. '"I'll just have to dip for it,' he said. 'Dip, dip,
sky blue; who's it, not you. There goes the desk drawer. Dip, dip, sky blue; who's it, not—

There was an al mi ghty crash
"And t here goes the door.
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"Stick "emup,' chorused the large nen with | arge guns tunbling over each other through the
door way.

'O | might just stick "emup.' Rex threw down Laura's weapon for the second tine and stuck
up. "That's another option, | suppose.

em

The | atest crop of large men with | arge guns thundered into the studio and forned thensel ves into
a chaotic firing squad.

'Ready,' cried one. They made thensel ves ready.

'Take aim' They took aim

"Fi —

"Hold it right there!' Rex shouted. 'And that's an order."'

Ti . . . oh. . . e . . . it's you, sir.

"Yes.' Rex wondered how he had omitted this rather obvious option fromhis former list. "It's me.
How dare you point your weapons in ny direction.

T msorry, sir. Just got a bit carried away with all the excitenment of storm ng the building and
everything. No offence neant.'

"Wl l, some taken, | can assure you. Attens,'zwn,'
The squad cane to attention. Rex reviewed his troops. 'This is a sorry business,' said he.

"Sir?" One of the ranks put his hand up. As they all |ooked very much the same it didn't matter
whi ch one.
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"What is it, soldier?

"Sir, how come you were behind us in the corridor and now you're in front of us here?
T mglad you asked nme that.' Rex paced up and down trying hard to | ook gl ad.

"And wearing different clothes, sir?

"Yes indeed.' Rex turned upon the questioner. 'Do you know anythi ng about the transperanbul ation
of pseudo-cosnic anti-matter?

"Er ... no sir ... not nuch.’

"Vell then.'

"Wll then, sir?

"Vell then, dear off. Carry on. Dismissed. Get noving.'
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"Yes sir.' There was nass sal uting, mass nunbling and mass pouring out of the door

And Rex found hinself once nore alone in the big bright room He picked up Laura's gun yet again
and tucked it into his jacket.

"Rex Mundi, you genius. Tinme you left the building.

He tip-toed across the studio floor and peeped up the corridor after the marching nmen. 'Up and
away. Ahhh!' Rex felt the cold muzzle of the gun as it entered his left ear.

"My, ny,' canme the voice of the gun's owner. A voice that Rex knew al nost as well as he knew his
own. Even though he only heard it through his right ear. "My, ny. If it isn't the shopper.'

Rex turned slightly to view the owner of the voice. He knew that face al nbst as well as he knew
his own. In fact equally well. It was his own face.

"Back inside,' ordered the other Rex. "And you lot!' He baw ed up the corridor. 'Here on the
doubl e!"

The gun left Rex's ear, nuzzled into his chest and pushed hi mback into the studio.

"Nice jacket.' The villain fingered Rex's lapels with his gun-free hand. 'Wat expensive taste you
do have.'

Rex stared into the face of his mrror inmage. He'd known | oathing and hatred before. But nothing
on the scale of this. H's body ached to | eap upon this travesty and wing the life out of it.

"Ch yes. Love to, wouldn't you? It's funny, | don't feel nearly so badly towards you. Even though
you' ve nearly bankrupted ne! | suppose that's because |I hold your life in ny hands. That woul d be
it, | expect. How does that feel by the way?

"Not good.' Rex gritted his teeth.

The large nen were flooding largely back into the room They were | ooking largely confused. The
other Rex turned to greet them He kept his gun trained on Rex as he did so.

169
"Gentlenen, | would like you to nmeet ny twin brother.’
"What ?' went Rex.

"My twin brother, Max. Max the psychopathic killer. Recently escaped fromthe state nental
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institution. Placed there— a plaintive tone entered the voice of the other Rex '—for the nurder
of our dear white-haired old nother, whomhe killed and ate.'

'"Ch shane, shame,' went the large nmen, who all had dear white-haired old nothers of their own.
"String himup. Shoot the bastard.'

"Quite so, gentlenen.' The teller of tall tales poked Rex in the chest with his pistol and steered
himto the far end of the room

"I could just let themlay into you now,' he whispered. H's face was far too dose for Rex's
confort and his breath snelt |ike dog shit. '"But there's still tine for you to redeem yoursel f.
Where is Sinon Butcher?'

"You mssed him He had to fly.'

The other Rex hit himhard in the stomach. Rex doubled in pain.
"Qur nutual friend M Presley. |Is he here? In the building?

"l don't know.' Rex gasped for breath.

"Pardon?' The fiend dragged Rex up by his hair. 'Wat did you say?

"I haven't seen him | don't know where he is.' Rex felt the knee as it nade contact with his
groi n.

"Not nmuch help, are you? Were is ny Vol vo?
Rex gazed up at him 'Your Volvo. Ah, | begin to see.’

'You see nothing. And apparently you know nothing. It's all up for you then. But take confort in
this.' He dragged Rex up and spat the words into his face. "Wien I'mall done here I'll be
spending a lot of tinme in your world. | do so ook forward to enjoying all the conforts of your
juicy little wife.'

"Go to Hell.'
"I was there just this norning, as it happens. Getting
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your roomready. And now | think it's time for you to nove in.' The other Rex turned and strode
back to his troops.

"Take careful aimfor the head, nmen. | don't want the jacket spoiled. It's just nmy size and | paid
for it. Ready.'

The troups made thensel ves ready. They were really going to enjoy this one. Dear white-haired old
nmot her and everyt hi ng.

"Take aim Don't forget the head now.' No, they weren't going to forget the head.

Rex stared back at them This was just about as bad as it could possibly get. He was really going
to die this tine. No trick endings. No ingenious escapes. No unlikely coincidences. This was it.
He'd conme all this way, been through everything, just to wind up here. To be nurdered by his

Sat ani ¢ doubl e who was | ooking forward to enjoying his wife. Rex began to shake. He tried to pull
hi nsel f together, but it was inpossible. It couldn't end like this could it? It was so unfair. So
unjust. He didn't want to die.

"Oh Max,' his executioner called to him 'Any famous |ast words you'd |ike recorded for
posterity?

' How about | ay down your guns and back off asshol e?" The voice didn't bel ong to Rex Mindi

Rex | ooked up in no small surprise. Through the open ceiling panel, which he m ght easily have
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clinmbed out of, had he chosen to nunber pulling over the desk anpongst his previous choice of
options, the barrel of a trusty Smth and Wsson was visible, aimng dowmn at the head of his other
sel f.

Hi s other self was staring right back up at it, and he wasn't smiling.

"Do it now,'" said I, with nore authority than a gymo-sophist in a |esbian | ove-dungeon. The guy
| ooked kinda doubtful, so | let off two rounds.
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Goons to either side of himtook in the air through their foreheads.

"Drop the guns.' The guy said it like he was falling asleep, but his arny took the hint. | et
down the tow rope.

"Best clinmb up here, fella, if you' re |ooking for another chapter.'
"Yes. Thank you.' The guy in the black |eather took to scranbling.

"Don't you even think about it." | cocked nmy piece towards the other guy, who was definitely
thi nking about it. 'W're out of here.

| slammed into the driving seat. The guy slamed in beside ne.
"Bill's cab,' said he. 'How did you get this up here?

"It's a flying nodel." | revved the engine. "By the | ook of what's on the nmeter some sucker's been
driven around at ground level. Did you steal it or what? Were's the cab jockey?

"Don't ask.'
'K, Then | shan't. The nanme's Wodbi ne, by the way. Lazl o Wodbi ne. Sone call ne Laz.
' Thanks for saving ny life, Liz.'

"Laz,' said |, letting out the clutch and hitting the air. 'Don't bite the hand that pulls you out
of the shit.

' Thanks, Laz,' said he.

The cab fades into the night sky over Presley. The canera pans to the full noon. There's a bit of
a lap dissolve and the full nmoon becones a paper cup viewed from above. |ce cubes clatter into the
cup, followed by a large slug of Od Bedwetter.

| was pretty pleased with the effect. Cnema verity, filmnoir, that kind of thing.

And 1'd come out of it |ooking sharper than a Connecti-cut Yankee at a 2 live Crew concert. Four-
set clause intact.
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Because, let's face it, all you sawin the studio was the barrel of a gun, and on the roof-top
the interior of a cab. The cab could have been anywhere. Like in an alleyway, naybe. But | don't
want to split hairs.

| passed the cup across ny office desk, just to make ny present |ocation dear. The guy in the
bl ack | eather took it in both hands. 'Cheers,' he said.

"Likewise." | raised a cup of my owmn and took a belt. 'How are you feeling?
"Still a bit shaky. And not a little confused. How conme you pulled me out of there?

"Seened like the thing to do.'
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"Vell, ny thanks. This is really appalling [iquor by the way.
"It's an acquired taste. Do you want to tell nme all about it?
"Well, it's the taste nostly, and the snell. Were do you buy this stuff?

"Not the drink, buddy.' | |eaned back in ny chair and took a slug to go with the belt |'d just
had. 'ft. Your it.'

"Ch, ny it.' Rex hesitated. 'Sorry, is it you or ne, but one of us appears to be working in the
first person.

"It's me. That's the way | do business.'

"Coul d get pretty confusing. Do you mind if | just go on in the way |I'mused to?

"You can give it atry,' saidl. '"If it don't work out, |I'msure we can conprom se. O at |east
you can.'

' Sounds reasonable.' Rex settled into the client chair. '"Actually this isn't too bad. |'ve tasted

a |l ot worse. Who are you exactly?

"Whodbi ne. | told you. Lazl o Wodbi ne.

"And sone call you Laz?

' Some do. You can.'

' Thanks, Laz. My nane's Rex Mundi. Some call me, well, Rex, | suppose.’
"Good to know you, Rex.'

‘I hope you don't mind ne asking this. But what were
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you doing on top of the Butcher Building, in Bill's cab, rescuing ne?

"I"'mon a case. I'ma private detective, see. The private detective. Didn't you ever read Bl onde
in a Body BagT*

I'"'mafraid not." Rex finished his drink. 'Did you ever read Armageddon: The Muisi adT?

"Can't say that | did. So, like | was telling you, |'ma detective and |I'm here on a case. My |ead
takes ne to the Butcher Building. | see you go in. Then | see you go in again, this tinme in rea
bad conmpany. So | just follow a hunch. Did anyone ever tell you that you bear an uncanny

resenbl ance to a young Harrison Ford?

"Once in a while. Anyone tell you you look just |ike—

"Hush up, guy. My face never gets a nmention. The reader projects hinself on to ne. Hence the first-
person. One of the secrets of ny success.'

"Success?' Rex | ooked around at the jaded office. 'You' re successful then?
"I"'mthe hero of this novel. How much success do you want ?'
Hm' went Rex Mundi. 'So tell me about this case of yours.'
"I"mtracki ng down sonething called the Presley hoard.'

"Ah,' said he. '"Now there's a thing. Could I have a top-up over here?

The other Rex shouted into his handset. 'Dee! Kelley! Were are you?'
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After playing their parts in a fruitless search of the Butcher Building, Dee and Kelley were now
di ni ng out at the Drowni ng Handbag, an up-market eatery in the best part of town. The
establishnent's boast was that if it wasn't on the nenu, then you could take your pick for

*A Lazl o Wodbine thriller. tA Rex Miundi bl ockbuster.
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free. This gournet's chall enge had been taken up suc-cessfully upon only one occasi on, when a
patron ordered el ephant's testicles on toast and the chef was forced to admt that he didn't have
a bit of bread in the house.*

Ed and Johnny were enjoying an unimagi native platter of boiled sprouts. But very much indeed.
"Were are you?'
"We're tailing Wodbine, excellency.' Dee spat sprout into his portabl e phone.

"That's a bleeding lie,' said the other Rex, slipping unexpectedly into his Mchael Caine persona.
"CGet out of that restaurant and get around to Whodbine's office. If he's there and Mundi's with
him kill themboth. 1'lIl be there as fast as | can.'

'Yes, excellency. Check please, waitress.'

Jonat han Crawford dunmped ice into a tall Venetian baluster goblet and splashed pink |iquor over
it. "I"'msorry | had to throw old Rex to the wol ves back there,' he said, without a trace of
conviction. 'l hope you two weren't an item'

"No. Strictly business.' Laura accepted the goblet. She was draped across a gl ori ous Queen Anne
wal nut -framed settee, upholstered in gros point floral needl ework. A piece of furniture, she
consi dered, which would ook right at home in her apartnent.

She ran her hand lovingly over the fabric, kicked off her shoes and exposed a |l ength of |eg.

Jonat han | ooked on appreciatively and filled his own glass with orange juice. 'N ce sofa, eh? Look
right at hone in your apartnent.’

"Now t hat you mention it. \Why have you brought me here, Sinon, or Jonathan is it?

"Strictly business. And it's Jonathan, by the way. Jonathan Crawford, boy genius and future Lord
of

The ol d ones are al ways the best.

175

Presley City. And everywhere else now that | cone to nention it,"’

"I like the sound of that.' Laura didn't |ike the sound of that one little bit.
"What do you think of ny collection?

"Very nice.' Laura had been nentally cataloguing it since the nonent she entered the room The
room was of considerable size and contai ned nore priceless an-tiques than an entire Lavejay
series.

"W have so very nuch in conmon, you and |I.' Jonathan joined her on the sofa. His feet dangled
three inches above the Marasali Shirvan rug. 'We appreciate the finer things of life. And we share
a wish to change the system To overthrowit, in fact.'

"Do we?'
"W do. | know all about your dreans of revolution. | took the liberty of planting a Iistening
device in the jukebox you . .. earned. That's how | knew that you and Rex were on your way over.'
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"You little shit.'

"Strictly business. | can give you everything you want. Al this. Al you have to do is throwin
your lot with ne. Join forces agai nst the comon foe.'

"And who is the conmon foe?

"All in good time.' Jonathan tapped his nose. 'Tell ne, do you know where you are now?'
Laura nodded. '| watched the direction nonitor on your pilot's console. W drove round in circles
for an hour and now we're back in the Butcher Building. About the thirty-sixth floor, | think.'

"Clever girl. The thirty-seventh actually. Wuld you like to experience sonething truly
wonder f ul ?*

"It will cost you the sofa then.' Laura rose to undress.

"No, no, no. That's not it. Not yet, anyway. Cone with ne and |'ll show you sonething you'll never
forget.'
176

Rex and | exchanged expositions. He told me his and | told himmne. And when we'd both done
freshened our cups.

"Thanks,' said he. 'I'm gobsmacked. Fancy you work-ing with Barry. Does he know where Elvis is?
"He never even told nme he knew Elvis. But listen. There's one thing |I just have to ask.
"Ask on.'

"This other you, with all the credit facilities. Does he have an account with a dry cleaners? |'ve
got these real bad spots of industrial lubricant on the trench-coat and | want to get them out
before they sink right in.

"You might try sone |lenmon juice,' Rex suggested. 'Is the trenchcoat a running gag by the way? I
like to know where | stand.'

The Iift went down and it kept on doing it. It passed the ground floor and ran out of little
nunbers to flash. Jonathan | ooked up at Laura. 'Intrigued, eh?

"Extrenely."’

"Wn't be nuch longer." And it wasn't. The little pinger went ping and the lift doors opened.
' Go ahead, Laura.'

Laura took a step forward and then one back. 'BAH REAH ' she gasped.

"l npressed?

"l don't know what to say.

"Then don't say a thing. Step out and have a good | ook around. There's a catal ogue on the table
there. Take it.'

Laura took it. The catal ogue was | arge and glossily bound. Only three words were printed on it and
these three were the presley hoard.

Laura wandered anongst the treasures. The gilded icons, the statuary, the great paintings, the bas
reliefs. She flipped through the catal ogue and drew breath time and again.
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Jonat han sat upon a garish garden | ounger which had once graced the pool side at G acel and. He
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wung his hands in pleasure at her pleasure. And in the pleasurable contenplation of erotic
scenari os to cone.

"l may not approve of the theology,' Laura perused a Caravaggi o, which pictured Elvis as one of
the three kings offering gifts to the infant Jesus; Elvis was offering a tiny guitar, 'but the
quality, the sheer mmgnificence. How did you conme by it all?

"I acquired it all as a job lot. A kind of cosm c car-boot sale. Except for the centrepiece. The
real treasure. Wuld you like to see that?

Laura nodded dunbly. Yes, she would like to see that very nuch.
"Foll ow nme then.'

Jonat han | ed her through the vault. To either side of themthe wonders spread, daunting in their
opul ent spl endour.

They approached a bl ank stone wall and the |ad touched certain buttons upon the contraption he
wore on his wrist.

The wal | dissolved to reveal a chanber, lit subtly by nuted neon. In the centre stood a
sar cophagus. It was fashioned into the |ikeness of a golden jukebox, inset with precious netals
and genst ones.

' Take a | ook inside."’
"I nsi de?'
"Certainly. Have a peep through the viewing glass. | promised you sonething you' d never forget.'

Laura took a step into the chanber and then paused. A curious sensation overwhel ned her. One of
unutter-abl e sadness. Laura shook her head, cleared her thoughts, but to no avail. The very air
was charged with a terrible heart-rending | oneliness.

"No. | don't want to see.' Laura turned to | eave.
"But | really nmust insist.' Jonathan displayed his pistol. 'Go on, |ook inside.'
178

Laura turned back to the chanber. The hairs rose upon her arns.
‘Do it.'

She wal ked slowy over to the gol den sarcophagus. The room had becone inpossibly cold. Her breath
steaned before her face. She hugged her arns.

"Look inside, Laura.'
She | eaned over the sarcophagus and peered through the view ng gl ass.

The head and shoul ders of a middl e-aged nan were clearly visible. The face was gross and swol | en,
heavy jow s covered by thick black sideburns. Ared silk scarf was tied around the bl oated neck

Laura stared back at Jonathan. 'Wwo is he?' she asked.
Jonat han began to | augh

I left my office chair to pine for ny speedy return and took nyself over to the wi ndow. The neon
Iight outside flashed on and off the way sone of them do and brought my profile into full play.

"Wuld you say | had a lantern jaw?' | asked.

"What, and spoil it for all readers with weak chins?
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" Oh yeah, thanks.'
'So what do you propose to do next?

"My plans haven't changed. Get to the Presley hoard, hole up there until after the Big Bang. Barry
knows that's where I'll be, and if he's half the sprout I know he is, he'll nmeet up with ne
again.'

As Laz was now gazing at his reflection and feeling his chin, Rex finished the bottle of Ad
Bedwetter. T think | mght join you there. But there are several things |I have to do first.'

"Li ke nove sonme nouth with Elvis, top your other self, wing the truth out of Crawford, get back
your dame and generally put the world to rights. Right?

"l think that covers nost of it.'

"Well, I'"lIl help you out as best | can. But we're working
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on a tight schedule and if we're gonna keep to it, there's one thing we gotta do first.

"Get to the dry cl eaners?

"Uh-uh. Get the Hell out of here. About half a dozen big black cars have just pulled up outside.'
"Kindly lead the way,' said Rex. 'lI've had about all | can take for one day.'
"Elvis?' Laura stared at Jonathan in disbelief. "That's not Elvis.'

Elvis the Everliving. Except he's not any nore. Died an unnatural death in 1977.'

But he's so .
" Fat ?'

"Well, yes, and so . '

"Dead. That's the word I think you're looking for. Fat and dead.'’

"A fal se nessiah.'

"A false God. What do you think would happen to the fabric of this society if the truth were
tol d?

"There'd be a . . .°

"A revol ution?

"A revol ution, yes.'

"Fol | oned by a change in governnent and ideol ogy. And theol ogy.
"Wth you in control ?

"And you beside ne. If you want it.'

"Do you run the Repo Men?'

"Me? No. | designed themand | service them | have one or two for ny private use. But as for the
rest, | have no control over them'

"Then who does?'

'Qur conmon foe.'
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"The Rex Mundi on the telly?
Jonat han | aughed. 'No, not him | know who he is. I've dealt with him before.'
' Then who?'
180

Jonat han tapped once nore at his dear little nose. "All in good time. Now | amgoing to ask you a
simpl e question and you are going to give me a sinple answer.'

"Go on then.
"Are you with me or against ne?

Laura took in the boundl ess wealth surrounding her, the possibilities of power, she gazed back at
the golden coffin of the fal se nessiah and back at Jonathan. 'I'mw th you,' she said.

Jonat han sm | ed. Conplicated nmechani snms network-ing his body buzzed and purred, as sensors woven
into his scalp registered mnuscule fluctuations of electrical resistance upon Laura's skin.

G afts beneath his finger-nails nonitored her brain activity and the nodified ceramic filmcoating
his contact |enses recorded changes in her body heat to five decimal places. The information fed
directly into Jonathan's cerebral cortex.

The read-out between his ears said, 'She's lying in her teeth.
"I"'mso glad to have you with nme,' smiled the Iad.
Laura smiled too. You'll get yours, she thought.
Oh no | won't, thought Jonathan

181

14

37. And the children of Elvis did

multiply greatly. Even to the four

corners of the world.

38. And happy were they, what with

the oil revenues and all. And the natty

duds and the good rocking tonight.

39. And once in a while Elvis did dash off on sone divine business or other. But verily he did
return, smling, if a

trifle shagged out, saying, 'That's done.'
The Suburban Book of the Dead

The norning sun touched lightly on the eyes of Laura Lynch. In a white exclusive bedroom halfway
up the Butcher Building. Wich somewhat spoiled the netre, but there you go.

Laura | ooked approvingly upon all the little '"sold stickers dotting the finest furniture of the
room A good night's work. If a mite tiring. Jonathan was snoring |loudly as she detached his hand
fromher breast and slid fromthe bed. The boy genius had been singularly unforthcom ng and had
told her no nore regarding his revolutionary schenes. But Laura had nmade up her own nind as to her
next nove.

She crept across the bedroom stepping carefully over the unlikely collection of 'marital aids
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littering the floor.

She entered the kitchen and took herself over to the knife rack above the Aga. Fromthis she
selected a twelve-inch Sabatier filleting knife and ran her thunb
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gently along the length of the blade. The bead of blood gave her pleasure, she took it to her
mout h and sucked upon it.

Returning to the bedroom she crept back to the bed, raised the knife and without a nonment's
t hought drove it down into the sleeper's chest.

Rex awoke with a start in the back seat of Bill's cab. It was parked in an alleyway. There were a
| ot of trash-cans about and one of those cast-iron fire escapes with the really tedious
retractabl e bottom sections. Rex clutched at his chest. Blinked at his eyes. Focused at his vision
and wondered where Laz was.

'Breakfast, Rex.' The man in the trenchcoat opened the driver's door and dropped into the cab
'Coffee, two eggs over easy, sausage, black pudding and a fried slice.' He passed Rex a styrof oam
carton | abelled O d Shep Bar-B-Q

' Thanks,' Rex made |ip-smacki ng, yum yum sounds, and then, 'hang about - how could you afford
breakfast? | thought you were penniless.' Rex wasn't slow to notice that Laz no | onger sported the
unf ashi onabl e open-necked | ook. That he was wearing a spanki ng new snap-brimed fedora. And that
stains of an industrial lubricant nature no | onger besnmirched his i mmacul ate trenchcoat.

T got up early and pawned your watch,' Laz explained. 'Just slipped it off your wist. You were
hunkered down so cosy | didn't like to wake you.

'How very considerate. So what tinme is it now, then?
"About five in the afternoon. Your breakfast, my tea. Eat up.
'"Five in the afternoon?' Rex was appalled. 'You let ne sleep all day?

"I didn't nean to,' said |, slipping into the first-person with nore delicacy than a dog log in a
dowager's duffle bag. 'But | had to buy the hat and tie. And supervise the dry cl eaners. These
things take tine. You have to stand
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right over those cleaners if you want the job done properly. You can't skinp on good cleaning. |
ski nped once back in "thirty-four. That skinp cost ne a | earned pig of prodigi ous nenory, two
weeks in Benidormwi th a beautician called Tracey, a |ife peerage and ny entire collection of Mrc
Bol an records."

"Including "Pewter Suitor"?

"Including.' | gave Rex the kind of nod you could tell your grandchildren about. 'So | don't take
chances no nore. The way | see it, only a plater's mate turns vegan when there's hair pie on the
table.’

"Ch, | couldn't agree nore. But tell me if you will, whilst you were attending to these sartori al
niceties, the small, yet | feel not insignificant matter of our inpending relegation to Sheol
didn't, perchance, wend its wi nged way into your mercurial consciousness?

'Come again, fella?

"Well, to paraphrase one of your own charm ngly idiosyncratic bon nots. Only Beau Brummel | powders
his wig when his arse is on fire.'

"Ah, | got you. You're tal king about the case.'
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"I am' Rex lifted a Burnt Weeni e Sandwi ch* from his breakfast pack and waggled it in ny
direction. 'Wat, if anything, have you found out?

"Sonme, and then sone nore.' | tapped ny hooter like | was shooting ducks in a cracker barrel
"l1've been sniffing around and nothing about this city snells kosher. For one thing, | walk into
three hat shops and they ain't hat shops at all. Just store fronts. For another, what you got here

is acity full of fops and only one dry-cleaners. And this don't even have a Gold Star Val et
Service. What kind of deal is that?

Rex shook his head. 'You tell ne.

"K then,' says I, 'l will. This place ain't for real. | bet if you wal ked into any of those
apart ment houses or office

*A Frank Zappa LP
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bl ocks, you'd find zero. It's all a phoney. A big set-up.'

"A big set.' Rex tossed his sandwich out of the car window 'It's a big set.'
"What ? Like filmset?

' Sonet hi ng much nore than that. This was all de-signed for a specific purpose. And it's not the
wor k of Jonathan or the other me. They, | suspect, are both planning to tear it down.

"Wio then? Sone hi gher power?' | get a real depth into ny voice, but it doesn't cone out too well
in print. 'Sone higher power?

"Somet hing |ike that, yes.

"Then if it's a higher power you're | ooking for, you should go check out the shopping mall.
There's a flying saucer in the car park.'

"There's a what?' went Rex, in the third person

Ei ght hours earlier Laura considered her handi work. Jonathan was well and truly dead. The
Sabatier's hilt projected fromhis pigeon chest and the bl ade pinned him w thout conpromse, to
the mattress. It said 'Gotcha' in the manner of the now | egendary tabloid of old.

"Gotcha.' Laura was trenbling fromhead to toe. '"It's done now.'
"Just about.'

Laura's stare left the corpse, travelled through several unfocused planes and cane to rest upon
the ceiling. There Jonat han stood, upsidedown, with no wires show ng.

"I won't be a nonment. Just have to close off this particular scenario.' He tinkered away at the
mechani sm upon his wri st.

"Jonat han.' Laura was shaki ng hard. 'But how?'

"Hold on. Ah. Al finished. Not a very happy ending that. But one which had to be included.' The
wist-tinkerer strolled across the ceiling, down a wall and towards Laura.

185
"But you're dead,' she said, ever so softly.

' Dead? Me?' Jonat han gestured at the bed. The knife still inpaled the mattress. But the body was
no nore. 'Insert another dollar and begin again. Strictly business, Laura. | won't explain because
I don't have to. Oh | ook what | have here.' He produced the inevitable hand-weapon. 'You wll
kindly get on to the tel ephone and call up your revolutionary children. It's tine they joined the
gane.'
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"A flying saucer?' Rex asked.

"Yeah. | told you. Can't be having with spaceships nyself. Ruins the detective genre for ne. You
get into too nmuch whacki ness when you suddenly start bringi ng spaceships into the plot. Especially
this late. It reads |ike a device. Like a deus ex nachi na ending.'

"I had one of those in ny first book,' said Rex brightly. 'Wrked out very well for ne. | got the
girl and everything.'

"Well, it's not for this boy. It's the roof-top con-frontation or nothing.

"Perhaps the lord will provide." Rex flung the rest of his revolting nmeal into the alleyway. 'For
the loss of ny watch | didn't exactly cone up trunps in the breakfast lottery. Did | get any
change?

"Some. But | used it to pay off the barman at the Tonorrowran for the damage. W have to go back
there in the next chapter and | didn't want any bad feeling.'

"Very big of you. Well, I'mgoing to have a |l ook at this flying saucer. Wuld you care to join
me?'
"No way. | don't work shopping nmalls. Meet you back here later?

I'"d say half an hour. But | don't seemto have a watch any nore.'

| considered the antique Rol ex Oyster which now favoured ny wist with its collectabiHy. '1'd
Il end you nmine but it |ooks too good on ne.'

186

Rex nade with the neaningful Hm "I really have sone severe doubts regarding this partnership,’
sai d he, upping and awayi ng.

I didn't have anything to add. The way | see it, although It takes a lot to laugh, it takes a
train to cry*

Jonat han gave Laura a good poking with his over-sized weapon. \Wich probably got a cheap | augh
somewhere, although |I can't inagine where. Laura picked up the bedside tel ephone and dialled the
nunber. There was a short pause. Then a brr-brr brr-brr brr-brr. Then a voice which said, 'Wo's
maki ng that noi se?

"It's Laura Lynch. Is Kevin there?

"Who wants hin®'

"l do. Is he there?

"He's in bed.

"Could you get himto the tel ephone? It's very important.'
"Who's that?' Jonat han asked.

Laura put her hand over the nouthpiece. 'Kevin's num'

" Kevin's nun®

'Ssh. Leave this to me. Hello. Yes?

'He needs his sleep,' said Kevin's mum 'He was up late last night plotting the overthrow of the
capitalist system So I'mgiving hima lie-in. Can you call back later?

"No | can't. Get himto the phone now.'
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Don't you adopt that tone with ne young woman.'

Listen. This is really inportant.'

You' ve called before. | recognize your voice.'

Pl ease |l et ne speak to Kevin.'

"He's in bed. I'Il give hima nessage when he wakes up. Wiat did you say your name was?'
G ve ne the phone.' Jonathan snatched the receiver. '"Wio am| talking to?

*A Bob Dyl an cl assi c.
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"This is Kevin's mum Wo's this?

"Police Chief Sam Maggott. Presley PD.'

"You don't sound like him He was on TV last night tal ki ng about the alien kidnapping. H s voice
was much deeper than yours. Wasn't that terrible about Harpo,' Chico?

"Really terrible.' Jonathan put on the deepest voice he could manage. '| believe your son can help
me with my enquiries.'

"My Kevin?
'Pl ease get himto the phone now. '
"He's in bed. | told that |ady.'

' Madam get your son to the tel ephone at once or | will have Oficer Cecil give you a good poking
with his over-sized weapon.'

" Kevi n! Tel ephone! Get up you lazy little

Jonat han returned the receiver. 'If you want a job doing, then do it yourself. You speak to him |
will tell you what to say.

It wasn't a bad-1ooking saucer and Rex was the first to appreciate that. It was a real George
Adanski job, or a Dr Sir George King job, dependi ng upon which contactee you happen to favour
It's a funny thing how so nany contactees are called CGeorge, isn't it? No? Well please yourself
then. Actually, a friend of mne who was once in the TA had a pal called George who clained to
have been spirited away to Venus in a UFO He was ki d-napped, apparently, while taking a pee in
the pub bog at the Queen's Head in Brighton. My friend says that CGeorge was only gone for five
m nutes, but when he returned fromthe toilet he said that he had been cap-tured, flown to Venus
and then forced to have sex with several beautiful Venusian |asses, who required his 'superior
seed for the creation of a cosmc super race'. Naturally ny friend considered this a | ot of

mal arky, but he was inpressed that the previously dean-shaven
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George now sported a five-day growh of beard. But | digress.

The saucer was about thirty feet in dianmeter, with a smart transparent donme on the top. It rested
upon three extendable legs with big flat netal feet. These made enignmatic holes in the tarnmac for
scholars to puzzle and debate over |ater

Rex approached the grounded UFO and waved cheer-fully. '"Hello,' he called. 'Anyone at hone?

A | adder descended fromthe central portion of the |lower disc area and a spaceman, suitably dad in
i nfl atabl e atnospheric suit and weat herdone, did |ikew se. He turned towards Rex and approached in
slow notion. Little lights flickered fromthe interior of his dome and a conmuni cation unit on his
chest crackled with static.
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" eZr.-"WF *' he said.

Whi ch I eft Rex somewhat stuck for a reply.

"Hello. Kevin here.’

Jonat han nudged Laura with his you-know what. 'You know what to say.'
"Kevin. It's Laura.'

Laura. Mum says you're under arrest.'

Kevin. |'mnot under arrest.'

But nmum said Sam Maggott was with you. Do you want us to bust you out?'
' Sam Maggott is not with me.'

"Ah. You're on your own in the cell, eh? Shall we stormthe station house?
"Kevin. Listen to me—

"You just say the word, Laura. | could cone disguised as a priest with sticks of
to ny chest and—

" Kevin! Shut up!'

"Sorry?

"Kevin. Do you have a piece of paper and a pencil ?
"Paper and pencil? Ch, | see. Blow dart, yes. Roll up
189

the paper, bit or curare on the pencil point. Good idea—

"No, Kevin, it's not a good idea. |'mnot under arrest. |I'mnot with Sam Maggott.
police cell. Do you understand what |'m saying?

" Got cha.

"Right, then—

"You can't talk. | understand. Just say the word and we'll come in with all guns

Kevin. Everything is OK Do ,' make nyself clear?

A code word. That's what you want. How about "Pewter Suitor"?
"G ve ne that phone!' Jonathan nade a furious face.

"No. Let me deal with him'

Wio's with you? It's Maggott, isn't it? | recognize his voice.'

It's not Maggott. Forget Maggott. Just get a pencil and paper.'
"Pencil and paper? Is that the code word?
"No, it's not the code word! There is no code word. Do you understand?'

Yes. | nean, no. Wy are you calling nme?

Kevin. Do you have a pencil and paper?

dynam te strapped

I m not

bl azi ng."

in

a
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"I's that why you're calling ne?

"Yes.'

"To ask if | have a paper and pencil ?
"Yes.'

"Don't you have your own? | was in bed.'

"I want you to wite sonething down. Sonething very inportant.
"Ah. Well, why didn't you say so in the first place?

"Kevin. Get a pencil and paper.'
"OK. Hold on.'

Laura put her hand over the nouthpiece. 'He's just getting a pencil and paper.'

'"Hel |l o. Laura?'

"Hel | o Kevin.

"l haven't got a pencil. Is a biro all right?

190

Laura | ooked to Jonathan. 'Is a biro all right? she asked.

ts* ' said the spacenan.

' Cone agai n?' said Rex.

The spacenan twi ddled at his chest. '"Hello,' he con-tinued. 'Are you M Mjo N xon?
"Possibly,' Rex replied. 'Who's asking?

"My nane is ,'~V-*Cs' C»srie*v ' said the spaceman. 'But you can call ne Frank. Beta Reticul
Transportation Services pic.' He made a sweepi ng gesture. 'Wooosh. That's the ki ddie.

'"Eh?' said Rex.

"There in a day,' the off-worlder went on. 'No distance too great. No package too small. No charge
too large.'

"No gag too old."'
' Pardon?’
"Way are you here?

"Way are any of us here?' Frank whi pped out a clipboard. 'Do you want to sign for the return of
your two-headed | ove-chil d?'

"The two-headed | ove-child on the newscast?
"l never watch the telly, me. But surely you know your own two-headed |ove-child."'
"Naturally.'

"So, if you want hi m back you'd better sign here. | can't stand around all day chit-chatting.
Space-tine is noney you know.'

Rex stepped forward. 'Were do | sign?
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"Just there.' Frank now produced a pen which worked upon an unlikely scientific principle,
possibly to do with the transperanbul ati on of pseudo-cosmic anti-matter. O possibly not.
Rex signed Mbjo N xon.

' Cheers,' said Frank. 'Hey, Don,' he called up the ladder. 'Sling the kid down here, |'ve got a
John Hancock on the body board."

191

' Bl oody good thing too," cane a voice fromabove. 'Snells like he's | oaded his kecks again. Ugly
little sucker.'

"You certainly provide a caring and consunmate service.' The irony of Rex's remark was quite
wast ed upon Frank, who caught the tunbling tot nore by |uck than judgenent.

"There you go, then.' He tossed the bundle of joy to Rex.

"Thank you.' Rex cradled the infant. 'Mght | just ask one question before you go?
"WIIl there be a tip?

"Oh, certainly.’

' Then ask on.

"Why was this baby kidnapped in the first place?

"Well."' Frank couldn't reach his head, so he scratched his donme. 'The way | see it, it's probably
part of sone cosnic nmaster-plan. We get a lot of this sort of business. Not as nuch as we'd like,
you understand. And not nearly as nuch as we used to get back in the good old days, when alien
abductions were all the rage. Generally, what happens is, subject gets kidnapped, taken off to a
di stant planet, clued up upon the celestial w sdomof the space folk, then dunped back here to
fend for hinself. It's just the way of things. Probably tradition or an old charter or sonething.

Rex shook his head in wonder. 'But why kidnap a baby?

Frank | eaned forward and whi spered through his translator. 'Cock up if you ask ne. The nane |'ve
got on the manifest is for a M Ceorge N xon. Typical isn't it.

"It certainly is.'
' So, what about the tip then, M N xon?
Rex patted his pockets. 'You've caught nme on a bad day, |'mafraid.’'

'Bad day? Well next time you're in a taxi getting shaken about by a nonster fromHell, don't
expect us to cone
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to your rescue again. Bad day indeed.' Frank nade an intricate gesture, which, although of alien
origin, never the | ess conveyed its nmeaning with crystal clarity. 'Bloody skinflint.' He turned to
take his | eave.

"No wait, please, let me explain .
"Iffr**?2 ' 1" said Frank as he clinbed back up his | adder
'"No. Please . . .'

The | adder retracted. The port closed. Lights around the saucer's rimw nked cheerfully. And then
wi thout a by your |eave or kiss my el bow, the spacecraft rose silently into the sky and swept
away. And Rex was |eft hol ding the baby.
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"Well,' said he, 'l might have handled that a trifle better. So let's have a ook at you then.' He
turned down the cover and peeped at the baby's heads. 'Kootchie koo.'
Two smal | faces peered up at him They were ugly little suckers.
"Harpo's shit in our nappy,' said Chico.
"Chico done it,' said Harpo. 'I want me num Take ne hone.'
"No. Take us to a TV station. | have an announcenent that will alter the course of hunman history.
"I want me num'
" Shut up you.
' Bwaaaaaaaaaaah!"'
Hm ' went Rex Mundi. 'And hnmm agai n.

Thank you Kevin, and goodbye.' Laura replaced the receiver.

"l don't like this.' Jonathan paced up and down the bedroom 'Are you sure you can trust these
peopl e?'

"I'd trust themwith ny life.'

"You just did. But are they sound? WIIl they do what | told you to tell themto do?
"l shouldn't think so. Wuld you do it?

"What are you sayi ng?

193

"lI'msaying that not even a ten-year-old would fall for the Iine of crap you just had ne feed
Kevin.'

" What ?

"I"msaying, you're going about this all the wong way. They m ght turn up on time and do all the
right things, or they mght not. But having read out your little list of instructions, |I now know
exactly what you're up to. And if you'll just let nme handle it, | also know exactly how you can

get everything you want. I|ncluding nme.'

Jonathan's inbuilt circuitry went through its nagical notions.

The read out between his ears said, 'She's actually telling the truth this tine.'
And indeed she was. But for all the wong reasons.

"Where did you get to last night, chief?" Barry enquired. "A bit stiff leaving ne in the | ead
bucket .

"For your own protection, Barry.
"You went to Sinmon Butcher's studio, didn't you?

"I did as it happens.' The other Rex did a bit of pacing, up and down the top-secret room 'l had
the buil ding searched, but | didn't find Elvis.'

"You won't find him chief.'

‘"l have to find him Find himand . . .' The other Rex held his words in check. 'How can you be so
sure | won't find hinP

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Ro0...20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (111 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:57 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt
"Just a hunch, chief. You know you' ve changed. Can't quite put ny finger, if | had one, on just
how. But there's sonething.'

"I - The door swung open and Johnny Dee stuck his head into the room 'W've found them
excel l ency."

"VWhat's with all this excellency business, chief?

"Nothing to worry your little green head about, Barry. Back in you go for now then. Recuperate,
eh?' The other Rex tossed the Tine Sprout back into the | ead bucket and screwed down the |id.
"Where are they? Is Bill with then?
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"There's still no sign of Bill, excellency. It's |ike he just
vani shed of f the face of the Earth.' "I'lIl deal with himin nmy own tinme. So where are they?

"They're parked in an alleyway off the G acel and
Shopping Mall. And it | ooks like they've got a kid with
t hem'

| bounced the banmbino on ny knee. Kids bring out the natural father in me and | get a crinkly
mouth every time | ook at an ankle snapper. It's those little innocent faces, | guess. Looking up
at you with all that trust. Wien | finally hang up the fedora and donate the trusty Smith-sonian
to the Smith and Wesson Institute, |'m gonna have a whol e floor-covering of codlings.

Ki ds, yeah, | love 'em They plum choke me up
"Real ly ugly pair of suckers you got here, Rex,' says |. "Snells like they've |oaded their kecks.

"You're a real New Man*, Laz.

"Aw, Shiva's sheep! Look at this, will ya?' | hefted the bouncing bantling off ny knee. There was
a wet patch the size of the Bay of Pigs right across the lap of ny trenchcoat. 'Take this dunp
shut e back."

demand to be taken to the plush offices of a disreputable publicity nanager,' Chico demanded.
have a destiny to fulfil.'

|
"
"I want me mum' cried Harpo.
"Get rid of this thing, Rex. I'll drive us to the rear door of a Doc Barnado's or something.'

"You can drive us to the front door of a pharmacy. And with what ever you have left of ny watch
money we will buy baby food, nappies, bumw pes . '

"You have got to be joking,' said |, slipping un-expectedly into ny John MEnroe persona.
"Trust ne. | know what |'m doing.' Rex went dandle dandle with the snmelly brat.

*A nythical character very popular in the 1990s.
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"I"'mgoing no place until we get this sorted. Lazl o Wodbi ne doesn't work with animals or
children.'

"l thought you had a dog naned Blue, a fish called Wanda, a | earned pig, a horse with no

"Only in passing references, buddy. Never on the job. Nothing and | do mean nothing is gonna nmake
me nove fromhere until you agree to dunp the nunchkin.'
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The synchronized fire of two 7.62 ML34 Ceneral Electric Mni-Gun machi ne-guns strafed the

al |l eyway. Comi ng out of the sun, the |long black ground-to-air |ino dropped down between the
bui | di ngs, shot up the trash cans and nade a real ness of the cast-iron fire escape with the
retractabl e bottom section

"Let's get out of here,' said I, brrrmng the engi ne and engagi ng drive.
"I still want me nmum' screaned Har po.

"Don't ness about.' The Anti-Rex shook his fists. 'Shoot themup. Go around and come in again. And
do it properly.'

"They're noving.' Johnny Dee was at the wheel. Ed Kelley manned the gun ports.

"Shall | start dropping the grenades?' Ed asked.

"Not yet. You have to build up the excitenent first. Bring us in |ow for another assault, Johnny.
"WII do.'

"CGet us out of this alleyway,' Rex shouted. 'Get into the main street, we can try to | ose
our sel ves anongst the other cabs.'

"I don't work mmin streets, Rex. You know that.' The long black flying car canme in | ow for another
run along An All eyway cal |l ed Deat h* The machine-gun fire tore into the cab, narrowy nissing al
concer ned.

*A Lazl o Wbodbine thriller
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"You're carrying the future of the human race here,' cried Chico. 'Drive!
"Mummy!' cried Harpo. 'Drive!

"Drive!' cried Rex. 'Just drive!'

"I"'mdriving!" | cried. '"I'mdriving already."'

The cab thrashed al ong the all eyway, mashing dunp-sters and scattering buns fromcentral casting
Bi g sparks sprayed off the brick walls and tyres screaned on the wet pavenents. The big black car
| ooned overhead, its big guns spitting big big bullets.

"Hit the streets,' cried Rex. 'O better still hit the sky.'

"Woodbine ain't licked yet.' | hung a right which cost us a fair anount of starboard body work and
a couple of hub caps. 'W can | ose them'

"W can lose then? Ye Gods.' Rex cowered in the back seat shielding Harpo,'Chico as best he coul d.
"We're sitting targets.'’

"Never say die, buddy. I've been in worse scrapes than this. Back in "sixty-two I was in a car
chase with Glles "de Rais" Gordon, the Bl oonsbury Bl uebeard. That chase cost nme ny twin sister
Wlm, a night at the opera—

"Clarence the cross-eyed lion and a weekend in a lift shaft with a sex-starved gorilla?
"l told you about that, huh? Well, | won through. Stick with me kidder. Aw shit!"’

There were further rattles of machine-gun fire and Rex found hinsel f | ooking up at a troubled sky.
"W just lost the roof,' said he. 'Put your foot down or let's put our hands up.'

"Have a little faith in the hero.' |I hung a left and wondered about the driver's door which parted
conpany with us as we struck a portside wall. 'Getting a mte drafty in here.'
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"All right Eddie.' The other Rex rubbed his hands to-gether. 'l think we might enploy the grenades
now. Just |ob one down through the open top of the cab, will you?
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"No problem excellency.' Ed Kelley opened a case of evil-1ooking grenades. Took out the |argest

and pulled the pin. 'Take us in nice and | ow, please John.'

"Pleased to.' The big black car dropped down. Rex could make out all the fine detail of its
undercarriage. He saw all the rivets and the little oily spots, the weld nmarks and the sil encer
mountings. Al the things that you take a curious interest in when you are lying under a car after
a road accident, waiting for the ambulance to arrive and thinking that you' d far rather be
anywhere el se but there.

Ed Kell ey was a good shot. The grenade dropped right on to the cab floor in front of Rex.

"Ch ny God!" Rex plucked it up and nade to throw. He glinpsed the little digital readout on the
lighted grey panel as it went 03.00 02.00 01.00

During the 01.00 and the 00.00 Rex gave a whole lot of things a whole Iot of thought. He could
have had his whole Iife flash before him But he didn't. You don't really. | once cut my wist on
a guillotine machine at a picture-frane nakers where | was working. The bl ood canme punping out and
I was sure | was going to die. All | could see, that | now renenber, was this fellow in blue
overal | s wandering down the street outside, drink-ing a can of Coca Cola. And all | thought was, |
never |iked Coca Cola and | suppose |I'lIl never get to like it now.

Rex wasn't thinking about Coca Cola. He was thinking, what if this wally Wodbine really is the
hero of this novel

00.00 'Ch gO Od gd.'

The expl osion ripped the cab apart. The black car soared away as mangl ed fragnments spiralled into
the sky. The tyres went and the petrol tank ignited. The alley walls
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absorbed the shock and a bl oody nmushroom doud rose above the devastati on now occurring behind the
To- norrowran Tavern

"CGotcha!' The other Rex clapped his hands together. 'M ssion acconplished. Let's go and have a
drink."’

199

15

53. And so great was the |love of the
people for Elvis that they nmade many
laws. That all shoul d honour him by
being like unto him

54, That all should dress as himand be as himin all ways of thought.
55. And they did cry aloud in one voice
saying, "There is no God but Elvis nor
has there ever been.'

The Suburban Book of the Dead

"Well, well, well." The barnan at the Tonmorrowran Tavern wi ped his gl oved hands on his |eather
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apron. 'If it isn't the chap off the telly again. | never saw you cone in.'

Rex blinked at him 'Wat the ... | mean . . . how. . . |?

The barman eyebal |l ed Rex's bundle. 'What you got in there? Mney, | hope. | cashed in your
driver's watch. It was a bl eeding Piaget copy. You still owe ne bucks for those bigfoot noses.'’

"What am | doing here? Surely I'm.
"Dead?' | tipped nmy hat, for | was there also.
"Yes, dead. Blown up.'

"Bl own up?' The barman fixed Rex with another of his one-eyed show stoppers. 'Was that your racket
inm alley just now? If you've damaged any of mny trashcans you're in for it.'

Rex gave ne the glance. '\What happened?
200

"Search ne.' | was nore baffled than a pregnant postulant in a eunuch's prefab. 'W were there and
now we're here.'

"Get the drinks in then,' says Chico. 'Mne's a Pernod and | enonade. The | enonade's for Harpo.'
"You what?' said I.

"CGet the drinks in and I'Il tell you how !l did it.

"How you did it?

"What have you got in that bundl e?" The barnman craned his head across the counter. 'That a dwarf
in there or what?

"It's a ventriloquist's dumy,' said Rex hurriedly. 'For a new show |I'm doing called Rex Mundi's
Big Night Qut. It's a quality act. Cottle a geer, gottle a geer.'

"You're wasting your tinme,' said the barman

"Two bottles of Bud, a Pernod and a | enpnade,' said |
"Nice hat,' said the barman.

"Take it,"' said |

"I want ne nmum' said Harpo.

"Very poor,' said the barman, taking nmy ritfer and perching it on his head. 'If it's quality
you're |l ooking for, then I"myour man. | do themall. Songs fromthe shows. O dies but goodies.
Geat literary figures past and present. Wo's this then?” He pulled the hat down over his eye and
made a peculiar face.

"l haven't the faintest. Gve us the drinks, please.'

"Not until you've guessed.

"Ch, all right then, Iris Mirdoch.'

"Cot it in one. Told you | was good.' The barman turned away to fetch the drinks.
"lIris Murdoch?' Rex asked.

Sure, who did you think?

"l thought it was Doris Lessing.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Ro0...20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (115 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:57 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt

"Doris Lessing? | let a smle dwell upon ny lips. 'Buddy, in ny line of work, knowi ng your Iris
Mur doch from your Doris Lessing can nean the difference between
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chewi ng on the curate's egg or sighing for the fleshpots of Egypt. If you catch ny drift. And I'm
sure that you do.'

"Absolutely.' Rex made a peculiar face of his own, but | couldn't put a name to it. 'You see to
the drinks. |I'll take Harpo,' Chico over to a nice quiet corner.

' Sounds about right to ne.' | swapped a couple of inpersonations with the barnan. He nearly caught
me out with his C S. Lewis, but I had himsewn up like a kipper with my Hermann Hesse. He thought
it was Sir Arthur Conan Doyl e. Miust have been the trench-coat.

I left himto nuse on ny brilliance and joined Rex in the quiet corner, where the brat was hol di ng
court.
"l bring greetings froma distant star,' said Chico Nixon. '|I have been made privy to the w sdom

and know edge of the Galactic Geat Folk, and have returned here to solve all the world's
probl ens.'

' That sounds npbst encouragi ng,’ said Rex, who was changi ng the cosm c messenger's kecks. He had
got himself a bar cloth and a bunch of paperclips and | ooked |Ii ke he neant business. '| haven't
any talcum |I'mafraid, and you've got a bit of nappy rash here. Wen was the last tinme you were
changed?’

"Tinme is a human concept. It has no universal exist-ence.'
"Fair enough. I'Il just clip you up, then.'

'Pl ease spare yourself the trouble.' | don't know how the little sucker did it. But the next thing
we knew he was all kitted out in a blue and white sailor suit, snelling sweetly of baby |otion and
with not a wet patch to be seen. Real cute he | ooked. Except for the two ugly heads, of course.

"How di d you do that?" Rex asked, which spared ne the bot her

'The sane way | got us out of the alleyway when the grenade blew up.'

202

"Does it have anything to do with the transperam bul ati on of pseudo-cosm c anti-matter?
' Not hi ng what soever. This is the power of The Wrd.'

Well, I've never had a ot of truck with the power of the word so I'mnot into oral sects. 'How
does that work exactly? | enquired.

" Thr ough forces beyond your wi | dest inmaginings.'

I give the kid the kind of wink you could nmake a nmovie out of. 'My imaginings are pretty wild,"' |
told him

"Ch, | don't know. Making jungle love to a |ady westler across your office desk, while her twin
sister rubs halibut oil into the epaul ets of your trenchcoat isn't all that wild. Weird, but not
wild.'

"How did you know | was imagining that? If | was. Wich | wasn't.'
'He was,' said Chico.
"I'1l bet he was,' said Rex. 'Do you want a straw with that Pernod?

"No, | can manage thank you. You'd nake a good father, Rex. You were very protective back there in
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the cab. | appreciate that.'
"And | appreciate you saving ny life. Thank you very nuch indeed.'

‘"Now see here.' | took a wet fromnmy bottle. '"This is all very cosy. And | thank you |ikew se. But
what is all this about? Wat do you want?

"I want nme mum' said Harpo. 'Pass ny | enonade please.’
Rex passed it over. 'l could phone your mumif you like. Get her to cone and collect you.'

"Very civil of you.' Both heads nodded, but Chico did all the talking. 'The nunber's in the book
Pl ease informthe parents that nmy brother and | are in the best of health. But that we are being
held in protective custody in a special private clinic. No visitors allowed. W have a serious
ni ssion to acconplish, we four and | don't want themgetting in the way.'

203

‘W four? My Bud went down the wong way and | had a fit of choking. 'Wat is this we four all of
a sudden?

"Talk it out anmpongst yourselves.' Rex dunped the two-headed sail or-boy back on ny knee and took
of f for the phone.

"Here's looking at you, kids,' said |, raising ny bottle.

"I"'mthinking,' Johnny Dee raised his glass and took thinking sips, 'perhaps we acted just a tad
rashly.’

He, Kelley and the other Rex were back in the top-secret room Barry was still locked in the
bucket. The bucket was | ocked in a cupboard.

"Thi s thought has taken the occasional jaunt through nmy mind,' Ed agreed. 'Now that we have killed
of f Rex and Whodbum we seemto have killed off our chances of having themlead us to the Presley
hoard."'

The other Rex took a slug of Od Bedwetter and spat it in a flamng plune at the both of them
"You craven dullards. Haven't you worked out where the hoard is yet?

Hi s cowering cronies raised their heads above the table-top
'No, excellency,' they said.
"It's in the Butcher Building.'

"No sir, it's not.' Johnny shook his head, which was a trifle singed on the top. 'W searched that
place fromtop to bottom It's not there.'

"Ch yes it is.
"Chnoit's not.'

The other Rex took another large swig. But this tine he swallowed it. 'Reason it out for

yoursel ves. Barry |l eaves Elvis there. W go there. Rex is there and Wod-bine is there. Al roads

lead to the Butcher Building. And this,' he pulled Lazlo's map fromhis pocket and flung it across
the table, 'The great detective left this behind when he and Rex fled fromhis office |ast night.

X marks the
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spot. You really should have known about this, shouldn't you?
' But excell ency, we searched the building.'

"All of the building?
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"Al'l, yes.'

"Tell me, Ed, if you were in possession of the nmpost valuable collection of artworks in mankind's
hi story, where would you keep then?

"In a bloody great. . . ah . ..' said Ed. 'A bloody great vault.'
"I knew you'd get there in the end."'
"But the lift buttons only went down to the ground floor.' Ed made little finger pointings.

"Real ly? You didn't happen to notice another big button with SECRET VAULT FULL OF STOLEN TREASURE
printed in big letters above it then?

"No, excellency. I'msure | would have noticed.'
The other Rex rose fromhis chair, |eaned across to Ed Kelley and bit off his right ear
' oh and oww!' wailed Ed. 'Gve it back.'

The other Rex spat the ear on to the table. Ed snatched it up and tried vainly to stick it back
on.

"Let nme put it sinply for you.'" The villain licked his lips. '"Inalittle over twenty-four hours
Presley City vanishes fromthe face of the Earth. W know that it does, but we don't know why. No-
one seens to know why. Do you know why, Johnny? Take your hands away from your ears, Johnny. Do
you know why?

No, Johnny didn't know why.

"Barry | angui shes in the bucket, bereft of his awesone tine travelling powers. The Volvo is gone
to who knows where. Do you know where?

No, Johnny didn't know where.
'So where does that | eave us?

"Up shit creek,' Johnny suggested. The bottle of A d Bedwetter flew past his ducki ng head and
snmashed agai nst a wall.

205
"It does, | agree, present certain difficulties regarding my intentions to destroy Presley, w pe
out all nmenory of him rewite history and | et chaos and evil reign suprene. But all is not yet

| ost, because | have a plan.'

Ed had got his ear back on. Upside down. 'I like a plan,' said he. 'Are we tal king denonic
stratagens here?'

"W are.’

'Fi endi sh plots of an unsurpassingly vile nature?

"That's the fella.'

"A Satanic conspiracy ained at the total destruction of all that is good, pure and true?

The Anti-Rex smiled sweetly upon Ed Kelley, |eaned forward as if to kiss his cheek and ripped off
his other ear. 'I amtalking no nore M N ce Guy,' said he.

Rex returned with a tray of drinks, which | raised an eyebrow to.

"lI've just given the barman his own show on the telly,' he explained, handing themaround. 'l told
M's Ni xon her offspring were bloom ng. She said to say hello to Harpo for her.'
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"Hell o, mum' said Harpo.
"What about nme?' The head called Chico wore a wounded expression
"I"'msure she |l oves you too,' Rex did an encouragi ng, but unconvincing, face.

"Chico's been telling me all kinds of interesting stuff.' | patted the brat. 'Seens he's been
chosen to be the voice of Interplanetary Parlianment here on Earth. And he's picked you out to help
him Rex. That's why he had Frank and Don, the space guys, zap Asnodeus. And he can do all kinds of
really neat nmagic. Show Rex the trick with the beer mats, Chico.'

"Are you sure numdidn't ask after ne?

"Woul d |ying hel p?

"No, |1'd see right through it.'

"What is the trick with the beer mats?
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' Chico can change theminto twenty-dollar bills.

"But there aren't any beer nats on the table.'

‘"Not any nore.' | patted my pockets.
Rex took a seat. | kept a firmhold of the lovable little rascal on nmy knee. 'Could you nake
di anonds out of pocket fluff?" | enquire, in an avuncul ar fashion

"Laz, before you get your trusty Smith and Whatever platinumplated, don't you think we should be
getting down to the business, which is your business. If you catch ny drift. And |I'm sure that you
do.'

"My mum doesn't love ne,' wailed Chico.

"Got outta town.' | gave the kid a chooky-chooky on the chin. 'I only met you a half hour ago and
I love you like one of nmy own.'

"It's because |'mugly, isn't it?
"Ugly? Kid, you re beautiful. Now about this pocket fluff.’

"My nother hates ne.' Chico made the kind of face that only a nother could | ove. But obviously not
his.

"Kid," | told him 'You're lucky. | never had a nother.'

Laz,' said Rex. 'Everybody had a nother."

"Not me, buddy, | was conceived by a witer of detective fiction.'
"There is no answer to that.'

"I''l'l have nyself decerebrated,' noaned Chico. 'Sur-gically renoved.'

“I'1l do it for you," Harpo chipped in. '"It's no skin off ny nose.'

"Ch, got a sense of humpur all of a sudden, have we? Take that.'

Chico caught Harpo on the chin with a right uppercut. Harpo countered with a left hook

"Children.' Rex waded in to hold the struggling arnms apart. 'This is no way to behave.

"Chico started it.'
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"Yah to you, numy's boy.

"That's enough. Chico, you should know better. You're
207

supposed to be the voice of Interplanetary Parlianent.'

"Yeah,' said |I. 'You got nore inportant things to do than fight with your brother. You should be
usi ng your magi cal powers for the good of mankind.

"You're quite right.' Chico made with the nods. '|I have a destiny to fulfil. Tell you what, I'1l|
say The Word and transfer Harpo's head on to your shoul der."

"No, no. Hold hard there.' | bounced the bonny bi-cephal ous back to Rex. 'Stick himon your pa
here. He's the good father.’

"Ch no I"'mnot.'
"Ch yes you are.'

"That's enough!' Rex put on a fierce face. 'Qite enough. W don't have tinme for all this
nonsense. '

"Nonsense?' If I'd had nmy hat 1'd have taken it off to the guy. You need a certain kind of front
to breeze in froman alternative reality in the back of a tine-travelling Volvo and sit in a
Presley City bar, with a two-headed ni pper on your lap, conplaining to a private dick fromthe
twenty-fifth century that you don't have tine for nonsense. O perhaps you don't.

"COK,' said . 'Let's talk turkey.'

' Har po, ' Chi co?' Rex asked.

"All right.' Chico shrugged his shoul der
' Har po?"

"Just tell Chico to stay off ny back.
"Qur back.’

"Qur back then.'

"All right. Sorry bruv.'

' Good.' Rex bobbed the babe. 'Now the way | see it, we all want something. Laz here wants the
Presl ey hoard. Chico wants to solve all the world s problens. Harpo wants his num And | want—

"Rex.' | interjected 'We don't have enough hours left to hear all the things you want.

"Quite so. But I'msure if we all pool our resources we mght all be able to get exactly what we
want . '

208

‘"l can dig that.' | could dig that. 'Speak on,' said | with nore encouragenent than a Brahman
tenpl e dancer at a Brown Shirt's bunp supper

"l shall. Now | don't pretend to have the answer. Because | don't know what the question is. But
know this. Crawford is here, the Devil hinself is here, dressed up to look like ne. |I'm here,
you're here. Everybody's here and sonething very big is about to happen.'’

"Er, Rex?' Harpo put his hand up
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'Yes, Harpo?

'"Rex, did you have a | ot of success in your other books? Excuse ne for asking, but you seema bit

of a...'" Harpo made wist jerks at his nappy region

"Ch thanks very much. | happen to be the hero, you know. '

"I"'mthe hero, Rex.' | gave the old trenchcoat a tap or two.

"I"'mthe hero. | nmean, we are the hero.' Harpo,' Chico did synchronized chest drunm ng.

Alittle green voice in a |ead bucket said, 'I'mthe hero actually, chief.' But none present heard

it.

"All right.' Rex threw up his hands and nearly sent Superbrat tunbling. 'Everybody's the hero. |
don't care. All | want to do is get out of this one alive. Go back to ny wife and garden. Dig ny
septic tank and live happily ever after.'’

"Then you'll really go for ny plan,' said Chico.
"And that is ny plan,' said Laura to Jonathan. 'Wat do you think?

Jonat han stroked his pointy little chin. "I like it,' said he. '"In fact, | love it. As long as
your revolutionary chunms do their bit, |I can't see anything standing in our way.'

"And that's Laura's plan,' said Kevin. 'What do you think?' 'Is that all of it?" a Child of the
Revol uti on enquired.

209
"It seens a bit short. The way it just sort of ends in the first sentence.

"My biro ran out.' Kevin explained. 'l went off to get another one and when | got back to the
phone she said "have you got it?" and | thought she nmeant the new biro, so | said yes and she said
goodbye and hung up.'

"And that is ny plan!' screaned the evil Anti-Rex. '"And | don't care what you think of it.

"I love it to death.' Johnny Dee nodded enthusiastically. '"It's a real unholy stonker of a plan
Wth Rex and Whodchip out of the picture and the forces of darkness set |oose upon the |and, how
can we fail? What do you think, Ed?

Ed pulled his fingers fromhis newy-refitted ears. 'Pardon?' said he.

"And that's nmy plan.' Chico nmade smles all round.

| 1 ooked at Rex and Rex | ooked at ne.

"I likeit," said|. 'Especially the roof-top showdown. What about you, Rex?'

"I like the bit where | get to go hone at the end. You are sure it will all actually work?

"Trust ne.' Chico finished up his drink. 'Wat could possibly go wong?
"Well . . .' said Rex Mundi

210

16

65. And they were all as one and
wor shi pped they one and the sane.

And wor shi pped they only Elvis for He
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is King. 66. And Elvis said, 'Aw shit!
The Subur ban Book of the Dead

Rex Mundi, Lazl o Wodbi ne and the two-headed of fspring of a popular show biz couple put up for the
night in a room above the Tonorrowran Tavern. The barman had been nost anenable, what with his new
TV show coming up and everything. Laz had paid himhandsonely with Chico's nagi c noney and he was
sporting once nore his new fedora.

Rex pulled the bed covers in his direction and switched off the light.

"Do you know,' he whispered, as Harpo,' Chico was sleeping. "This is the first time |'ve ever
shared a bed with a twos-headed baby and a twenty-fifth-century detective.

| pulled the covers back towards nme. 'You' ve never lived, fella. | renmenber one tinme back in
"ninety-eight. | was on a case. | shared a sleeping bag with a nale stripper from Del anare, a
trai ned hound called Daniel and three nenbers of the US Senate. That night cost nme . '

'Zzzzzzzzzz,' went Rex Muindi
"My virginity,' said I.
211

H s Sat ani c Unpl easantness the Anti-Rex, Lord of the Flies, King of the Shadow Realm fallen
angel, father of lies, Suprenme Spirit of Evil and | ocker of Barry in a bucket, paced the floor of
his top-secret room H s shoes were off and his cloven hooves showered sparks across the con-crete
floor. At intervals he stopped, raised clenched fists, belched brinmstone and roared things such
as:

"This time | shall prevail!' and
"This tinme all will be mne!' and
' Today Earth, tonorrow the universe!

But for the nost part he shouted, "How conme if I'mthe Devil Incarnate, |I've spent half this book
down here in this poxy little roon®'

Johnny Dee lifted the manhol e cover and peered wi thout enthusiasminto the depths beneath. 'Down
you go, then.' He nudged Ed Kelley in the ribs.

Ed | eaned forwards and took a sniff. H s ears might have been a bit wonky but his nose was worKking
just fine.

"Snells a mte niffy dowmm there. Are you sure this is a good idea?

"Eddie, my pal. Have we not spent half the night listening to a plan of alnpst inconceivable
fiendi shness?

"Wll, you have.'
"And | told you all about it when his excellency had finished kicking you around."'
"You did, yes.

"And, as Bill seens to have done a runner, is it not down to ourselves, as the very last of the
First Hierarchy of Hell, to aid our evil master in his plan to unleash the forces of darkness upon
this planet?

"It certainly is.'

' Then down you go, then. I'Il keep a | ook out here.'
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Ed took another disdainful sniff. 'There's only one thing that puzzles me about all this.'
"And what is that?
212

"How cone, if he's the Devil Incarnate, does he spend half the book down there in that poxy little
roonf? Aaaaaaaaaagh!'’

"Sorry Ed, | accidentally pushed you. Are you all right down there?
Q her things were going bunp in Presley City's final night.

Kevin and his revolutionaries carried out several dar-ing raids upon governnment nunition dunps,
mlitary vehicle conpounds, hi-tech weapon factories and sweet shops.

The barman at the Tonorrowran polished up his inpersonations and | ooked forward to the day after
tonorrow, when Rex had pronised himhis own show He counted the night's takings, swept the fl oor
and then got really upset when he discovered that all his beer mats had been stol en.

Laura and Jonat han engaged in certain forbidden acts of |ove. These included such classics as, bow
stringing, shouting at the wolf, doing the Rapids City roll, French whispering, taking tea with
the person and grooving on the inner plane. Any one of which could get you either hospitalized or
exconmuni cat ed. Except for the |last one, which is a track on a Robyn Hitchcock LP

Pol i ce Chief Sam Maggott was having a 'rough one'. At Police Headquarters alarmbells rang in from
governnent nunition dunps, military vehicle conpounds, hi-tech weapon factories and sweet shops.
Sam despatched all the nmen he could spare and paced the floor for several hours, the bells
jangling around him Wen he could stand it no |onger he put out an "all points' to demand
progress reports.

The drunken voice of Oficer Cecil informed himthat he and his fellows were taking the calls one
at a tine.
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And as soon as they'd finished questioning the To-norrownan's barnman about the beer mat heist,
they'd get around to the rest.

"You shoul d see his inpersonation of Ray Bradbury,' Cecil added.

In the bucket in the cupboard Barry the Time Sprout woke suddenly to find he was in the w ong
chapter. 'And that is nmy plan,' he said.

| woke suddenly with my hand on ny piece.

Rex and Harpo,' Chico were all nuzzled up in the land of nod, so I took nyself over to the w ndow
to watch the sun rise over Presley City.

Now stirs the earth before the water's run. And watch our dust rise to the restoring sun

A new sunrise always brings out the poet in nme, even here in this Godawful town. 1 guess that if |
hadn't taken up the trenchcoat and fedora to wal k the alleyways of history as the greatest
detective of themall, |I might well have becone a poet.

O an estate agent.
O a bank clerk

It's all the same when you get right down to it. Ajob with a suit. Except for the poet, of
course. O the detective. Although you can wear a suit as a detective if you want to. Not that |
ever wanted to. | figure that wearing a suit nmakes you | ook |like an estate agent or a bank clerk
And the thing I don't |ike about poets is, they never wear really decent hats. Except for John
Betjeman, that is. That guy had nore hats than Gary ditter's had cone-back concerts
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So | guess | had no choice in the matter really. Wen fate marks you down for imortality you'd
just better bite the bullet and | ace your boots up tight. Because only a | ogonachi st weaves a rope
of sand when the saints go
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marching in. If you catch ny drift. And | very much hope you do.

The sun had got his hat on, so | took time out fromthe deep and neani ngful stuff and studied ny
reflection in the gl ass.

‘"Laz,' it said to ne, 'you are one handsone sucker.' And on this we both agreed. 'But you ain't
had a shave, changed your kecks, nor been to the bathroom since this whole fiasco began. Perhaps
now nmight be the tine.'

And perhaps it woul d. Because it was now precisely twelve hours fromthe big bang. And counting
down.

11. 59

H gh upon the roof of the Butcher Building the boy Jonathan was up and about. He was up and about
and shouting at all and sundry. Above himvast silver dirigibles noved in the norning sky, great
bl ack crates strung beneath them These were being |lowered to the roof-top, where Repo Men gui ded
themon to powered sleds and steered theminto the lift.

"Careful, careful,' the lad ordered. 'This stuff is worth a fortune. Don't knock it about.'

H gh upon anot her roof-top, not so far distant, stood a tall dramatic-1ooking figure robed in

bl ack. He studied the dirigibles through a pair of those really amazing conputerized binocul ars
that you see in novies. The ones with infra-red night-sights, little flashing digital displays,

el ectric zoons and whatnots. The ones that you waste your time describing to the bl ank-faced
school -l eaver behind the counter in Tandys. The ones that a friend of m ne who was once in the TA
has been promising to get ne for three years now.

"Just as | suspected.' The nman in black |lowered his binoculars to reveal that he was none ot her
than the Anti-Rex hinself.

"Big black crates arriving. |If I'mnot very much
215
m st aken, they would be for packing up the Presley hoard in.'

He was very much mistaken, of course. But at |east he was out of his top-secret roomand getting a
bit of fresh air for a change

H gh upon O d Bedwetter and barbiturates, Sam Maggott |azed back in his office chair and smled
pl aci dly upon the bl eary-eyed officer now |l ounging in his doorway.

"Anything to report? he asked.

Oficer Cecil grinned inanely. 'Not much, sir

"Not nuch, sir. | see. And would it be inpolite of ne to enquire exactly where you and the ot her
of ficers have been for the |last eight hours?

"No sir. W have been followi ng up | eads.’
"Following up leads. Jolly good. And what |eads night these be?

"Well sir, we figured that the beer mats night have been stolen by sone rival bar-owner. So we've
been systematically checking out all the other bars in the city.'

"l see.' Sam popped several coloured capsules into his nouth and washed them down wi th anot her
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slug of firewater. 'And regarding the break-ins at the govern-nent nunition dunps, mlitary
vehi cl e conpounds and hi-tech weapon factories. Any thoughts on those?

"Well . . .' Cecil gazed about the office as if in search of inspiration. His gaze fell upon the
alarmboard. 'l notice all the bells have stopped ringing,' he said brightly.

Sam rose shakily to his feet and pointed a fat finger at the grinning buffoon. 'They' ve stopped
ringi ng because | pulled the bloody wires out of the wall. You usel ess, no good, drunken—

But he never got to finish that particular line. H's words were |lost in the sudden expl osi on which
took the front off Police Headquarters.

216
11. 29

H gh upon life, |I returned fromthe bathroom d eanly shaven, snelling good and feeling better
than a basketeer at a codpi ece conpetition. The roomwas just as |I'd left it, except that it was
different. Nothing magjor and it took nme a mnute or two before I could nmake out what it was. And
what it was, was that Rex and Harpo,' Chico had gone.

"Fellas?" | gave the place a twi ce-over. 'Fellas? The bed was nade and | noticed a | arge
hand-written note |lying upon the pillow. A due? | checked it out.

Dear M Wodbonn (it began)

There has been a | ast-m nute change of
pl an and your services are no |onger
required.

Al'l the very best.

Yours sincerely,

Har po, ' Chico Nixon 'Wat?' said I.

P.S. | really hate to nention this, but if you take a | ook around you, | think you'll notice that
you' ve bl own your four-set clause.

"What ? What?' said |.

P.P.S. The nagic with the beermats will be wearing off around now 1'd head for an alleyway if |
were you.
217

"What ? What? What?' said |.

"Open up in there!" It's the voice of the barman and it's not a happy voice. 'Open up in there,
you |l ousy crook, or I'll bust the door down.'

Not hi gh upon anyt hing much, Rex Mundi |ifted Harpo,' Chico up to the payphone across the street
fromthe Tonorrownran Tavern.

"That was a bit nean on Laz.'

The man is a conplete prat.' Chico lifted the receiver.

But he saved ny life.'

Peopl e are always saving your life. | saved your life.'

'"But Laz and | were partners.'
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"Wll, we're partners now.'
"Yes, but. . .'
"Listen Rex, I'msure this Wodwormis a very nice chap—

"Wodbi ne. The nane's Lazl o Wodbi ne. Sone call him Laz.'

"Wbodbi ne then. Nice chap, fine. But we have a lot to do. W really don't have tine for all the
trenchcoat hunour, the neani ngl ess catchphrases, the phoney rem ni scences, the |ame gags about the
trusty Smth and We We, the—

"The working in the "first person”.
was the hero.'

Rex put in. 'Got right up ny nose, that. And he thought he

' There then. So what do you say?

"The man's a conplete prat,' said Rex Mindi

"OK. Then put the coin in the slot, please Rex, and we'll get on with the new plan.'

"New plan? | don't renenber actually being told the old plan.

"Put the coin in, Rex.'

Rex put the coin in. Chico spoke into the receiver

"Hell o operator. Could you put nme through to MIWIV? Thank you . . . MIWIV? Newsroom please
218

. Newsroon? Ah, hello. This is Chico Nixon here . . . that's right, of Harpo,' Chico fame. |I'm

in a spot of trouble so | can't talk for long. | am being held captive by Sinon Butcher, the

soci ety photographer. He intends to perform unspeakabl e nedical experinents on nme ... will | what?
Worl d exclusive with MIWIV? Yes, of course. That's exactly what | had in nmind. 1'Il have to go

now, | think he's com ng back. Get the caneras over here fast.' Chico replaced the receiver

"There,' said he. 'That should start the ball rolling. Nowif you'll just ruck ne back into your
jacket, 1 think we should go and have sone breakfast.'

Sam Maggott's head rose fromthe debris of his office. '"W're under attack Break out the weapons.
The big ones. Cecil, fetch the assault cannon fromthe arnmoury. W're at war here.’

"Yes sir."' Cecil dusted down his uniformand sl oped off.

"Attention Police Headquarters.' Kevin's anplified tones boormed fromthe public address system
mount ed on the roof of the recently-conmandeered nilitary vehicle. This vehi de was chock-a- bl ock
with governnent munitions, hi-tech weapon systens, bags of sweets and Children of the Revol ution.

"Now hear this,' Kevin stuck a gobstopper into his mouth, 'grmm nmph nmph nmm' He spat out the
gobstopper. 'Excuse nme. Release all your prisoners and conme out with your hands up. O we wil
destroy the building.'

Sam crawl ed over to a shrapnel hole and peeped out.

'l feel a rough one coming on,' quoth he, digging in his pockets for further pharnaceuticals.
"Cecil !

I could have lost my rudder, burnt ny boats, turned turtle in a sea of heartbreak or gone down
with all hands. But | didn't. A |lesser detective night have. Or possibly a nerchant seanan. But
not ne.
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Sure, my partner had taken off with the two-headed bankroll
Sure, | was standing here with a hole the size of an el ephant's nose guard in nmy four-set clause

Sure, there was a barman with a problemtrying to bust down the door. Sure! But who are we dealing
with? This is Wodbi ne. The doyen of dicks. That trench anmongst trenchcoats. That man with the
wherewi thal and the know how to do. Come on now.

| took the fedora fromthe hat peg and perched it over ny brow Snapped ny piece into ny shoul der
hol ster. Slipped into my coat and belted up. Then | took a wal k past ny chair, desk and
wat er cool er and over to ny office door

"Good nmorning, sir," said |, turning the handle. 'And how mght | help you?
The barman burst past nme like salt in the suntan |otion

"l got a cash drawer full of beer mats you | ousy | ow down no-good rotten— He paused in nmd rant,
took a | ook around and nade with the befuddl enent. 'How did you do that?' said he.

"How did | do what?' asked |

"This room that watercooler, the desk, and that . . .' He points a finger at nmy unspeakabl e
carpet, which had escaped nention for many chapters and would continue to do so for those
remai ni ng.

" And what have you done with ny spare bed?'

"Spare bed?' | enquired, with nore dignity than a bandy-1egged cl og dancer at a Star Trek
convention. 'l never have a bed in ny office, fella. I'mnot that kind of detective.'

"Your office? Wiat is all this? Were's ny bed?

| sniffed the air. Sniff, sniff, and then | said, 'Do | detect the twang of the brewer's craft
about your |aughi ng gear?

' Do what ?
"You been drinking? You appear sonewhat red of face and pink of eye. Perhaps you've got the DTs.'
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.. . er

"What was it you were saying? Spare beds in nmy office and beer mats in your cash drawer? |'d ease
up on the hard stuff if I were youu O take a little water with it.'

"No |l ... | nean . . . howdid you do that? How . . . er

"Sure like to chewthe fat with you, fella, but | got a busy day on. Call back tonmorrow, eh?
steered the boggl ed barman right out through the door that bears ny nane etched into its glass and
slamit shut upon him

"Pull one over on Wodbine. Sone chance.' | took nyself to nmy desk. Parked ny butt upon ny chair.
Pulled the bottle of Od Bedwetter fromnmy drawer. Uncorked it, took a king-sized slug and stared
up at my ceiling fan

"How t he bloody Hell did | do that? | asked it.
"You didn't, chief,' said a small green voice coming frommy top pocket. 'I did.'
11. 15

Jonat han was hard at work. The top-floor studio of the Butcher Building was now crowded with
el ectroni ¢ ap-paratus. Banks of TV nonitors, mxing desks and tech-nical w zardry of a high order
The I ad tinkered happily with a multi-pronged screwdriver that couldn't possibly work in rea

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Ro0...20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (127 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:57 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt

life. He called to Laura, who was lolling in the kind of |eather teddy, which | for one, would
dearly like to see in real life. 'Open the case over there, would you?

Laura studi ed her exquisite finger nails. Opening crates wasn't really her 'thing'
"Jonat han,' Laura purred. 'This stuff. Did you invent it?

"All ny owmn work.' The |lad adjusted the torque of three screws in the top of an inter-rositor of
advanced desi gn.

"So only you can assenble it correctly?
"Only ne. What are you on about ?'
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"Well, | was just thinking. There's so nuch of it and so little time. Couldn't you get one of your
copies to help you?

"Ch no, they're single-function only. | have to do all this nyself.'

"I rather thought so.' Laura snmiled to herself and | eaned forwards to pry open the packing case. A
keen observer, or possibly any nmal e over the age of twelve, might well have noticed the small hand-
gun nestling in her cleavage. Jonathan was a bit too busy, though

"Attention Police Headquarters. W don't have all day. Rel ease your prisoners now and make it easy
on your-sel ves.'

Cecil crept up behind Sam and poked himwi th his over-sized weapon. 'All |oaded up sir. Shall |
bl ast the bastards?

‘"Not just yet. Who do we have in the cells?

"Usual conplenent fromcentral casting. A drunk who takes his orders froma higher source. A pinp
who's "gonna be wal ki ng" as soon as his solicitor gets here. A brace of honeboys in headbands and
the Count of Monte Cristo. Same old crowd.'

"No terrorists?

'None, sir.

Fetch me my bull horn, officer.’

Aw sir. You're not going to try and reason with then? Let me blast the bastards.’

Fetch me my bul |l horn!'

Spoi |l sport.'

A convoy of five trucks noved out from MIWIV. The leading lorry was a | arge and swanky affair. A
sort of luxury office suite on wheels. In it, seated around a grand-Iooking boardroomtable in
spl endi d hi gh-backed chairs, were Mjo and Debbie N xon, their agents, managers and solicitors.
The head of MWV, his private
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secretary, right- and left-hand nen, accountants, concu-bines and confidants. Intense conversation
was on the go, centered around product placenent.

"The way | see it,' the head of MIWIV drew upon his big fat cigar. 'W're tal king maj or marketing
strategies here. Tell nme Mjo, when your kid got snatched by the aliens, was he wearing any brand-
name desi gner-1abel cl othing?

"Barry.' | pulled the little guy fromny pocket and set himdown on ny desk. 'It's you.
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"It's me, chief. Barry to the rescue. Back fromny vacation at glorious unsunny Bucket Worl d.
Ref reshed, revived and reinvigorated. And really cheesed off about being left out of the action
for so long. My agent is going to have plenty to say about this, | can tell you.'

"Agent? | didn't know you had an agent.' And | didn't. But then Barry has nore sides to himthan
the Sunday Football League.

"Agent? Did | say agent? | nmeant of course ny . . . er . . . ageratum'
" Your what ?'

" Ageratum chief. American tropical houseplant. C ose personal friend.'
"I'f you say so.'

"I do. So how have you been meking out without ne, then? The goi ng been getting pretty tough, I
bet .

‘"Not a bit of it. I've nearly got the whole case sewn up. Piece of cake.' | nade a gesture that
had nmore breezi ness and gay abandon to it than a freezer full of fellators. The way | figured it;
the little guy knew how nmuch 1'd m ssed him And he knew I knew he knew. And he knew how much |
needed himto wind up the case. And he knew | know he knew that too. But he also knew | have a
hard bitten, tough as old boots, ice cool and unenotional inmage to keep up. He knew all this and
he knew | knew it. Barry and ne had an al nbost nystical rapport when it
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came to stuff like this. So the one thing he didn't expect fromme was a thank you.
"No chance of a thank you, then? You ungrateful pal ooka.'

"What's that, Barry?'

" Not hi ng, chief.'

"K' Rex wiped his mouth with a napkin. 'You're running the show Wat do we do now?
"Vell, I'"'mfor another round of toast,' said Chico.

"And 1'd like sone nore mlk,' said Harpo. 'But |I'd Iike some of ne num s better.'

"All well and good. But | want to know exactly what's really going on here. | can piece sone of it
toget her, but you know the rest. I'Il help you, but | have to knowit all. Are you going to tell
me?'

"I thought you'd never ask.' Chico sipped coffee. '"OF course I'lIl tell you. Lean over here and |et
me whi sper.'

"Ch no,' Rex shook his head. 'This tinme I want to hear it out loud and see it in print.’
' Show me that map again.' Johnny Dee snatched the thing fromEd Kelley. "W're lost, aren't we?'

No, we're not. | know exactly where we are.'

You lying git.'
"I"'mnot. See that nanhol e cover up there?'
"l seeit.’

"That's just outside the Butcher Building.'

Johnny Dee studied the nap of the Presley City sewerage system 'You lying git,' he said again.

"This is Police Chief Sam Maggott.' Sam shouted through the bullhorn. "lIdentify yourselves.'
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"W are the Children of the Revolution. 42nd Street chapter.'
"What do you want from us?

"W want you to release all your prisoners.'
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"Let me blast the bastards, sir.'
" Shut up, Cecil.'

"Who are you telling to shut up? And ny nane's not Cecil, it's Kevin.'

"I didn't nean you. Do you have a specific prisoner you' d |like released? W'd hate to |ose all of
them Especially the Count of Monte Cristo.'

"Send out Laura Lynch.'
‘Laura Lynch?' Sam switched off his bullhorn. 'Cecil, do we have a Laura Lynch here?

"W did." Cecil put on a lopsided smrk and giggled in his silly way. 'Her and ne "took tea with
the parson” in the men's | ocker-rooma couple of days back.'

"You disgusting pervert. You can be excomunicated for that, you know.' Sam switched on his
bul I horn again. 'Hello, Children of the Revolution. Laura Lynch has left the building. She is no
| onger here. Now |l ay down your weapons and come out with your hands up. You are all under arrest.

Tat chance.' Kevin pressed buttons and further sec-tions of Police Headquarters fell into
rui nation.

Sam swi tched off his bullhorn. 'Blast the bastards!' he told Cecil.
11. 00

The dirigibles had drifted away and the norning sky was dear and cl oudl ess above the Butcher
Buil ding as the long black air-car dropped silently on to the roof. The driver's door hissed open
and the Anti-Rex stepped out. He consulted his watch. 10.59 and counting down.

"Dee and Kelley will be in position by now,' he inaccurately informed hinself. 'Everything is
proceedi ng according to plan.'

Battl e waged wildly around Police Headquarters. Kevin's conmandeered nilitary vehicle had sone
pretty awe-sone firepower. But Presley's finest were now comi ng
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into their own with big guns blazing. Shells burst in many directions other than those intended.
There had, as yet, been no loss of life. But there was no shortage of gung ho nachi snb posturing

Somewhere, right in the mddle of no-man's land in fact, a manhole cover flipped aside.
"Bl oody noisy up there,' Ed conpl ai ned.
"Bit of thunder probably.' Johnny prodded Ed in the trouser seat. 'CGo out and have a | ook around.

"Well, | don't want to get wet. I'Il just take a peep.' Ed took a peep. A ricocheting bullet took
the top off his head.

"Which brings us to the matter of World R ghts.' The head of MI'WIV sucked upon his cigar
"Naturally we shall expect to hold these. But | know you'll agree that the up-front paynent and
future percentage scales are nost favourable to you both. G gar, M)jo?

"l don't mnd if | do.'
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"Excuse ne.' The driver slid aside a little panel and addressed the assenbl ed conpany. 'Sorry to
interrupt, but there seens to be sone kind of disturbance going on around Police HQ Should | stop
and check it out?

"No.' The station head spoke through a plunme of cigar snoke. 'W have inportant negotiations in
progress here. Take a detour.'

"As you say.' The driver hung a left and left the conbat zone.

"Look at mnmy head.' Ed bobbed up and down in fury. 'l just get ny ears straight and this has to
happen. 1t just won't do.

"You go up there and tell them' Johnny urged. 'I'Il back you up.'
"You lying git.'

"I will. Go on. Tell them'

"I bloody well will, too.
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Ed clinmbed fromthe manhol e. A bouncing grenade blew off his right arm
Ed bitterly regarded the gory stunp. 'You're nmaking ne nad,' he how ed.

"You're telling ne what?' Rex howed. This is all a what?

"A gane.' Chico offered Rex the kind of conforting snile Rex had offered himthe night before. It
was equal ly unconforting. 'A gane. The ganme in fact. The only gane in town, and you're in it. Part
of it.'

"Do you nean like "life's a funny old ganme"?'

"No, | nean like "life's a great big virtual-reality conputer ganme being played with rea
peopl e".'

"It's the Phnaargs.' Rex made a foul face. 'It's thembehind it. Has to be.

‘'No, Rex. More powerful than them'

"More powerful than then?' Rex scratched at his chin. A look of enlightennent, the |ike of which
we haven't seen in this entire book, appeared on his face. 'The Gods. It's the Cods.'

' More powerful .’

"More powerful ? Who could be nore powerful than the Gods?

"Their accountants, that's who. Care for another coffee?

"Who's that guy?' Sam Maggott peeped through his shrapnel hole. 'Were did he conme fron?
"Cane out of a manhole, sir.' Cecil hefted his over-sized weapon.

"Shall | blast hin®

"Looks like he just got blasted. Blast them'

"Sure thing.' Cecil inserted another high-calibre short-range evil-doer into his assault cannon
and pulled the trigger. The missile whistled past Ed Kelley, setting his clothes on fire.

"I"'mlosing ny tenper!' stormed the snoker.
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"Did you see that?' Kevin gestured through a gun port. 'They fired on an unarned one-ar ned
civilian. Strafe the blighters.'

"Now just you all see here.' Ed waved a charred armin the air. Rapid machine-gun fire fromthe
mlitary vehicle engulfed him

"Right!' screamed the ventilated Ed. 'That's the last straw.'

The Anti-Rex clinbed over the roof parapet of the Butcher Building and then proceeded down the
wall, fly fashion. It wasn't a pleasing thing to behold. But then, he wasn't a particularly
pl easi ng i ndi vi dual

| stood in the alleyway and took a shufty through ny police-issue 200 x 6000 nacroscopi c | aser-
prism binocu-lars. 'There's a guy crawling down the wall up there,' said |I. 'You wanna take a
| ook, Barry?

"No, chief. | can make himout just fine, thanks. Now, as soon as the action switches to the next
scene, let's make a run for the Butcher Building. Then I'Il try and fix it for you to have your
roof -top ending."'

" Got cha.
"Not that you deserve it.
"What's that Barry?

"l said now, chief.'

"aaarrrrrrrrggggggghhhhhhh! 111" went Ed Kell ey, who was, as they say, going through changes.

The arch-denon Bal berith gets a nmention in Joseph danvil's Saduci snus Tri unphus. A vol une bound
i n human skin which had once passed through the hands of a certain Jack Doveston. In it old Joe
wites:

by eck as like lad I'lIl tell thee this. Yon Balberith is reet big orrid ruffy beast wi gurt
bl ack beard full o rats and green teeth gnashing and a grinding and fl anes

228

com ng out o bumthat'd take wall paper off front parlor. And if thee don't eat thy black pudding
reet this minute he'll cone doon chimey and out o feature coal -effect bar fire and gobble thee
op. O 1'll got' foot of our stairs. Put kettle on, nother

It probably | oses sonmething in the translation fromthe original Latin.

The beast which now tore its way fromEd Kelley's shattered human formdidn't ook |ike a |lot of
| aughs. It was abomi nable, atavistic and atrocious, big, black and brutal, cruel, cold and
cal I ous, and so on.

It rose, a good eight feet in height, a shimering energy body pul sating with pure malignant evil
"I don't like the ook of that,' croaked Sam Maggott. 'Blast it, Cecil."’

"I"'mgetting a bit low on anmp, sir. Best let the guys in the mlitary vehicle take a pop, eh.'
"What in BAHHREAH s name is that?' Kevin gaped through the gun-port.

"Don't ask me,' a Child of the Revolution re-plied. 'You' re the one with the speaking part, you
figure it out.’

'"Eh?' said Kevin. '"What's all this?'

"W want proper parts,' another Child spoke up, 'or we're going hone.'
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This is hardly the tinme. Cone on gang.
Silence reigned in the mlitary vehicle. But not without.

"Listen gang. Be fair.' Kevin switched on the public address system and shouted into it. 'Send out
Laura Lynch!

"Eat ny shit!' cried Balberith, raising long black talons to the sky.

"Er . . . um' Kevin dithered, but not for long. 'She clearly isn't in there,' he told his
nanel ess conpani ons.
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"I think we should try the Butcher Building now' He brrrrmd the engine and put the vehicle into
reverse.

"Look at that!' Samdid a silly dance. 'They're getting away. O ficer Cecil, get the cars out.'
"W're going in pursuit, sir? You have to be kidding.'

"The cars, officer.’'

"Yes sir.'

Bal berith was up and running. His reptilian feet, with their three splayed claws, ripped chunks
fromthe tarnmac and | eft nore enignatic inpressions for scholars to wonder over later. His |ong
bl ack scal ed body rose into the air and fell upon the now swerving mlitary vehicle.

"Let's get gone,’' cried Kevin. 'After them' cried Sam Maggott.

"What's all the hubbub, bub?" asked Johnny Dee. 'Ed? Hello? Were are you?
He stuck his head out of the manhol e and a police car drove over it.
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17

67. And bah-reah spake unto Elvis

saying wisely, 'l think we've screwed

up here, chief.'

The Suburban Book of the Dead

The Anti-Rex crawl ed down the wall of the Butcher Building and in through an open w ndow. He
dusted down his dark and dapper duds, drew out a really splendid hand-gun, which appeared to have
been borrowed fromthe Robocop props cupboard, and rel eased the safety catch

One floor above, a light blinked fromthe inmplant on Jonathan's left wist, but he tinkered on
with his i mpossible screwdriver. Information exchanged and fed into his cranium Wthout | ooking
up fromhis work, he flipped the top fromhis left thunmb and spoke into the m nuscul e m crophone
housed within.

"Intruder in roomB, floor sixty-five. Seek and destroy. The intruder is AAA category. Proceed as
previously informed. Al so we have another, bunbling around in the | obby. DDD category. Best put a
stop to himas well.'

The arnour-clad military vehicle was maki ng consi der-abl e headway. Presley City's up-town norning
traffic was less than a match for it. The steel tracks ground along at a steady rate, flattening
glorious highly-finned autos, scattering pedestrians and | evelling | anpposts. Inside there was a
whol e | ot of arguing going on. Up
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on the roof Balberith drove his fists at the steel plate and how ed obscenities, the way sone of
them do. Ahead, the MIWIV convoy was halted at a red |ight, and behind, Presley's finest foll owed
the arnoured car with its onboard denon, at a |eisurely and unhurried pace.

'CGet your foot down, Cecil,' Sam shouted.

Cecil wasn't keen. "There's a speed linit in this city, sir, and as an officer of the lawit's ny
duty to set a good exanple.'

Sam cuffed the dawdling exanple in the ear. 'You cringing coward. Get your foot down.

"But sir, that's an arnmpured car, bristling with hi-tech weapons and there's that thing on its
roof. It is nmy considered opinion that we should stay at a safe distance and await further
devel opnents.

"CGet your foot down and switch on the siren.'
"The siren?" O ficer Cecil crossed hinself.

"Now.' The MIWIV station head sucked at his cigar. 'We come to the matter of filmrights.
Qoviously there is a TV novie in this. | suggest a three-parter, prine-time; how does The

Harpo,' Chico Story sound to you?' He didn't wait for a reply. 'So shall we discuss possible actors
for the lead roles?

T d rather like to play nyself.' Debbie fluttered her eyel ashes.

"And ne ne,' said Mbjo. 'I've been taking acting | essons at the David Bow e Acadeny.'
The station head nodded in agreement. 'And what about Harpo,' Chico?

"Ani mated nodel!' said Mjo and Debbi e.

"My feelings entirely. But it will have to | ook con-vincing. We'll need to hire a top aninmatronics
team'

The driver slid back his little hatch. 'Sorry to interrupt again, but the guys in the catering
truck at the tail of our convoy are getting real excited. They say there's a big
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arny tank with a nonster on its roof bearing down on them'
"Monster? What kind of nonster?

"I'l'l ask them sir.' The driver spoke into his handset. A torrent of words came in ready reply.
"CGolly, they say it's about eight feet tall, black as pitch, covered in scales, breathing
bri mstone and smashing in the top of the arny tank.

"I like the sound of that.' The station head nmade further puffings. 'We could wite that in. Tell
the catering guys to take sone pol aroids and fax themthrough to us. And ask themif they can find
out who's doing the aninma-tronics. W might well be on to sonething here.

"WIIl do, sir.'

"Ed?' Johnny clutched his dented skull, clinbed fromthe nanhol e and peered around. Police
Headquarters was nerrily ablaze, as were nunerous other buildings in the vicinity. The earthly
remai ns of Ed Kelley were liberally distributed about the street.

Johnny consulted the map. 'You had it upside down. His excellency isn't going to like this.'

H s excell ency crossed the floor of roomB. It wasn't a particularly interesting roomand it's
doubt ful whether it would have got a nention at all, had the Anti-Rex not chosen to enter it. So,
the | east said about it the better. He pressed his ear to the door
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Click clack click clack clock, cane the sounds of weapons being cocked in the corridor beyond.
"Hm ' went The Anti-Rex, w thdraw ng his ear
"Hm ' went the real Rex Mundi to Harpo,' Chico. 'So where exactly do I fit into all this?

Chico munched further toast. 'You're the spanner in the works, Rex. You' re not supposed to be
here.'

"You're preaching to the converted.' Rex gazed around
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the cafe. It wasn't a particularly interesting cafe and it's doubtful whether it would have got a
mention at all had ... do you ever get that strange feeling of deja vu?

"Listen, Rex, you're the only one who can put it right. That's your purpose.'
'So what do | have to do?
"Wn the game. Get your initials up for the ultimte high score.’

Rex made one of his nost doubtful faces to date. 'But | don't know how to win this game. Even what
this game is. Can't you be a bit nore specific?

"I"1l tell you this, Rex. The gane goes on and on, again and again until soneone wins it. But it
can be won, believe nme, and when it is . '

"Then what? Tell nme.’
"And spoil the trick ending? No way.

"Trick ending? Rex's doubtful face becane a very sour face. 'There's going to be another one of
those, is there?

"Loads.' Chico finished his toast. Harpo drained the last of his mlk. "You'll sort it out, Rex,
you'll win through. | shall be with you. Fear not and things of that nature. Now, shall we take a
stroll over to the Butcher Buil ding?

' Sounds good to nme. Check please, waitress.' Rex called over to the waitress, who was hovering
near at hand hoping for a wal k-on part. She wasn't a particularly interesting waitress and in
truth it is doubtful whether she would have got a nention at all if

Bal berith tore a section of reinforced steel roof fromthe mlitary vehide and gl ared down through
the hole. Five faceless individuals gaped up at him

"Bl oody Hell!' Kevin applied the brakes.

The lads in the catering truck, who had been happy-snapping through the rear w ndows, suddenly
dropped both their jaws and their canmeras. They saw the big arnoured car shudder to a halt and the
great black beast as it left the roof and plunmreted towards
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them ' Qooooooh!' they went, ducking variously.

Bal berith snashed through the rear doors of the cater-ing truck, careened along the spotlessly
dean linoleumfloor and cane to rest in the fruit and sal ad bar.

" Ahoy there, intruder,' called one of Jonathan's Repo Men through the keyhole of room B, floor
sixty-five. '"We are a heavily-arned militia, lowon intellect but high on conpany |oyalty and the
work ethic. In precisely one mnute we will come bursting in and shoot you. You may wi sh to give
yoursel f up, or possibly nmake a getaway through the window. But quite frankly we'd prefer it if
you put up a bit of a fight as we're a right sadistic bunch. Real nasty.
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"Real nasty?' The Anti-Rex cocked his Robocop special. 'You don't know the neaning of real nasty.

"Al'l done.' Jonathan straightened up and flipped a switch. Banks of electrical jiggery-pokery
burst into life. Lights flashed, buzzers buzzed and nultiple tel escreens shone with 3D views of
Presley City, interiors of the Butcher Building, close ups of Jonathan, graphs and charts, curious
| oopi ng graphics and an ol d Marc Bol an vi deo.

‘"I's he singing "Pewter Suitor"?' Laura enquired.
"Nah. That's "20th Century Boy". Not even ,' have got a copy of "Pewter Suitor".'
"I's the equi pnent conpl ete then?

"All set. This lot can override the Wrld Casts, jamout all the conmpetition, run the game
scenari os side by side for the final showdown.' Jonathan | ooked upon all that he had nade and
found that it was very good. 'Not even ny dad could have set this |ot up.

"Your dad? You' ve never tal ked about your famly.
"W weren't close.’

"What does your father do?

"Not a lot, | shouldn't think. He was dead the last time | saw him'
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"Ch, I"'mso sorry.' Laura wasn't of course, but you have to say that, don't you?

"I"'mnot.' Jonathan smled grinmMy. 'Dad had this accident. He fell into a big flywheel. Very
messy. Very final.'

"A big flywheel, where was that?'
' Nowhere you need trouble your pretty little head about.'

"My pretty-little-feather-brai ned-only-good-for-one-thng-bi mbo- know not hi ng-wonman' s-head, woul d
that be?'

"What ?' Jonat han asked.
"Nothing. Are you really sure that only you al one could have constructed all this?
"Only ne.' Jonathan did shoul der swaggers.

"I"'mso glad.' Laura pulled the gun from between her breasts and pointed it at Jonathan. 'Then
you' re dead, sucker.'

Bal berith rose shinmering fromthe fruit and sal ad bar

" RRRAAAGGCGH! ' he went, wiping the residues of plum pul se, pinmento, ponegranate, pepper and
passion fruit fromhis chest.

" AAAGHRRR!' ' he continued, stepping am dst the ness of pear, peach, ponelo, pineapple, papaya,
parsni p and potato.

' ghaanprh!' he added, as he plucked a sprout fromhis left ear and crunched it to oblivion

The catering personnel were taking the opportunity to depart via the fire exits. 'Run for your
lives,' they went, and things sinlar.

Bal berith swept his great arns wi de, nmangling the hostess trolley and spoiling the spice rack. One

reckless fellow with an eye on the nain chance (for there is always one) picked up a discarded
canmera and prepared to take anot her pol aroid.
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"Snmile please,' said he.
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Bal berith ripped the remains of the fruit and salad bar fromits nountings and flung it through
the roof. Then he advanced on the reckless fell ow

"Just one nore. GCh, ouch.' Balberith grasped himby the crisp, dean |lapels of his waitering jacket
and hoi sted himal oft.

"What's your gane?' growl ed the nonster fromHell, gazing with sickly yellow eyes into the face of
the far-from happy snapper

"A c-couple of p-pictures for the station head,' stamnered the |lost soul, wetting his pants.

"Pictures?” A long forked tongue darted fromthe scaly nouth and licked the tip of the stamerer's
nose. Lick, lick, lick, it went.

"They're c-casting for a mmnovie . . .'

" Movi e?' The bl ack tongue vani shed from vi ew.

"There'd be a p-p-part init for you . . .'

Bal berith | owered the danp-trousered nmi n-chancer to the floor.
"A starring part? he enquired.

Kevi n stuck the open-topped battle wagon into gear and swerved into Lonely Street. On-coning cars
skidded to either side, slamming into basenent dwellings, plough-ing along sidewal ks, overturning
and bursting into flames.

"We're well rid of that,' cried Kevin. 'Anyone got a jelly baby?
There was silence all round.
"Aw, cone on, gang.'

"Not until we get proper descriptions and solid charac-terizations,' said a short plunp girl with
a freckled face and a shock of ginger hair. Her nane was Alison.

"Could I have a jelly baby, please, Alison?
"Plunp?' Alison screaned. 'I'mnot plunpl
237

"Calling all cars. Calling all cars.' Sam Maggott did his finest Broderick Crawford (no rel ation
of Jonat han). 'Heavily-arnoured terrorist vehicle proceeding north along Lonely Street. Set up
r oadbl ocks on King Creole and Roustabout. Halt and detain.'

"Do what?' Drunken police voices filled the airways with talk of pressing beer mat investigations.
"We're coming in now,' called Jonathan's Repo Men. 'Time to die.'

"Yours, not mine.' The evil one stood his ground, raised his supergun and let off rapid and
devastating fire through the door of roomB, floor sixty-five.

Cries of distress poured through the bullet holes.
' Dammed unsporting,' someone conpl ai ned.

"Charge!' cried soneone else. And charge they jolly well did. The punctured door was carried from
its hinges and borne into the room A nmighty shield in the van of an avengi ng arny.
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The Anti-Rex enptied his pistol intoit, but tolittle avail. He was outnunbered and out gunned.
The nob poured at him over himand then all around him He flung aside the door he was suddenly
lying beneath, stared up bitterly and ran a black shirt-cuff across his bl oodi ed nose.

"You are going to pay for this,' he spat at the gun muzzles formng a circle of steel above him
"You don't know who you're nessing with.'

"Ch, but we do.' The circle of steel expanded and a Repo Man approached. He was rather a curious-

| ooki ng Repo Man. Far from being the standard bl ank-faced, broad-shoul dered six-foot-sixer, he was
short, white-haired and portly. He was dressed in the garb of a Catholic priest and he bore an
uncanny resenbl ance to the now | egendary Spencer Tracy.

He was carrying a bible and a large silver crucifix.
"Big guns up,' he ordered. The big guns went up
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"Water-pistols out.'

Wat er - pi stol s, what?' The stinker on the deck | ooked uneasy.

Holy water capsules in.

Holy wa - oh no
"I nane childish chant.'

The Repo Men arned their holy water-pistols and angl ed them down at the devil -nade-fl esh.
"W know who you ar-are. W know who you ar-are,' they chanted in their silly way.

"I'd advise you to say your prayers.' The Spencer Tracy | ookali ke beaned down at the Anti-Rex.
"But who'd be listening, eh?

"Barry, | can't see a goshdarn thing.' It was bl acker than a coal heaver's codpiece in a Blitz
bl ackout .

"Of course you can't see, chief. You' ve got your eyes shut.’

"Ah, sure, that would be it." | cotton on pretty quick to this kind of stuff. 'Wwy do | have ny
eyes shut by the way?

'So you can't see where you're going.
"Which woul d explain why | keep bumping into things, | guess.
"You got it, chief.'

"Barry, excuse nme for asking this, but why wouldn't | want to see where | was going? It seened a
reasonabl e question to ne.

Barry nade an agitated sighing noise which | didn't take to one bit. 'Because, chief, if you can't
see where you are, then nobody else can. Pretty neat, eh? Renmenber that novie of yours, Death
Wears Patent Slingbacks?

"Yeah, sure. The one with the subjective canerawork, where the audi ence saw the whole filmthrough
my eyes. The Canera is Wodbi ne. Bonbed out at the box office, | remenber that.'

"The world wasn't ready, chief. So, do you want to
239

keep your eyes shut while | get you up to the roof, or open them now and get a nasty surprise when
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you and all your mllions of fans see where you are?

"I guess |I'Il keep "emshut. But | don't like this one bit. Doing a whole scene in the dark ain't
gonna | ook too good on the screen. Deaf people will think the films over and take a hi ke before
get to do ny roof-top ending."'

"Can't help that, chief. You got to stick to your four-set clause and | can't spare the energy to
beam you up. Now take a step to the right here, there's a—

THUD!
"Quch!'
"Pillar, chief.’

The non-subj ective reader saw Laz (in the third person) bunp into the pillar and stunble blindly
on across the | obby of the Butcher Building, clutching his skull. The sane reader also saw the
conga-line of Repo Men that followed him tittering into their hands and nudgi ng one anot her

And as Laz reached the lift, this very sanme reader now observed the Repo Men formthensel ves into
a firing line and cock their weapons noisily.

"Did you hear that, Barry?' | put ny hand to ny ear with nore awareness of danger than an ashtray
full of broken prom ses.

"Er, chief. Could you just lift ne up above your shoul der and kind of swivel me round a bit?
"Sure can.' | sure did. 'Wat's to see?
"Not hi ng you'd probably want to hear about, chief.

‘Laura, no, don't do it!' Jonathan covered his face. 'You don't want to shoot ne.'

Laura smled and cocked the trigger. 'But | do, Jonathan. | really do.'
"No, you don't. Think about all | can give you.'
240

"l have. Wth you out of the way | can have it anyway.'
‘Laura, please listen to me—

'No, Jonathan. You are the eneny. You belong dead. | shall take all this. The Presley hoard, the
dead nessiah, the power. | shall nake it right.'

"You don't know what you're saying. You can't stop what is going to happen. Only |I can stop it.
This time | know how—

"Sorry.' Laura squeezed the trigger.
"You're naking a terrible mstake—

There was a bang and a thud. Jonathan gaped down at the neat little hole in his chest. 'You shot
me. '

"This is true. You are shot.'
"But |'m not dead.'

Laura's latest wistwatch was an antique Patek Phillippe, enerald encrusted, very exclusive. She
studied the tiny dianond-tipped second hand. 'Bet you can't count up to five.'

'One . . . two . . . three . . . four Jonat han | aughed nervously.
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Laura | ooked on expectantly. 'Five?' she asked.

Tour and a half. ..' Jonathan plunged forwards on to his face. Sparks flew fromhis wi st
inmplants. His little feet twitched and ki cked and then were still.

"Tol d you.' Laura strode over and booted himon to his back. The beady little eyes stared up at
her reproach-fully, but they didn't see anything.

" Nobody likes a smart-assed kid.' Laura grinned, placed her right foot upon the dead boy's face
and ground down hard with her three-inch heel

It was an act of needl essly gratuitous violence and one which ensured for good and all, that Meryl
Streep would be declining to take the fenale lead in the filmversion of this one, just |like she
had with the | ast two.

Laura twi sted her heel a second tinme. 'l never |iked her anyway,' she sneered. 'I'd rather be
pl ayed by Cher any day.'
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"Go on then. If you're going to do it, do it!" The Anti-Rex glared defiance at the sel ection of
wat er - pi stols pointing down at him 'Wat's the matter with you? Do it!"’

But none of the gunnen | ooked |like they were up to doing very much of anything.
"What's all this?" The evil one clinbed warily to his feet, carefully avoiding the unnoving guns.

The Repo Men stood stock still. So many shop-w ndow dunm es, suddenly bereft of all life. Anti-Rex
gave the nearest a violent shove. It toppled sideways and struck the floor, still frozen inits
final pose.

"Perhaps | have a guardi an angel,' nused the stinker. He retrieved his supergun, reloaded it and
shot the head off the Spencer Tracy | ookalike.

"CGo on Barry. Tell nme the worst.' | could take it and Barry knew that | knew that he knew I could
take it.
"Seens |like a false alarm chief. | thought you were a gonna there, but it |ooks |like you' re not.

Per haps you have a guardi an angel. Now, just reach out your hand and, whisper, whisper, whisper

"Press the Iift button, did you say?

"A conpl ete no-hoper."'

"What's that, Barry?

" Not hi ng, chief.'

7 never said you were plunp, Alison,' Kevin conplained.

"Wl l, sonmeone did. | suggest we all do our own descriptions. Al in favour say aye.'
"Aye,' said all in favour, including Kevin.

"Now, that's denocracy.' Alison smled. She was tall and tanned and young and | ovely, with | ong
gol den hair and | arge passionate grey eyes.

‘"l can dig this,' said Kevin, the Tom Crui se | ookalike. 'VWich way do we go at the traffic
lights?

"Left,' said Reg, the Tom Cruise | ookali ke.

242
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"No, I"'msure it's right,' said Jason, who al so bore an uncanny resenbl ance to the Hollywood star
' Now see here . ' said Kevin.

"He is what? And he wants what?' The MIWIV station head spat out his cigar

The driver spoke over his shoulder. "The guys in the catering truck, well guy, the others split
apparently. The guy says it's not an aninatronics job. It's a real nonster fromHell. And it wants
a part in the novie or ' the driver paused

"Or what?' The station head snatched up his snoulder-ing cigar and patted furiously at his
snoul dering fly.

"Or he'll rip up our trucks and tear us all into little bite-sized chunks of neat, sir.

' Does he have an agent?

1"l ask, sir.

"Stupid pillock." Johnny Dee, he of the flat-top skull and map-reading tal ents, wandered anobngst
the flam ng buildings in search of a cab

"Can't read a sodding map, gets his hunan body splattered all over the street, then takes off
without a by your |eave or kiss ny elbow You just can't get the help nowadays. G, taxi!'

The passing taxi crawled to a halt. And very strangely it did so too. It was literally carbonized,
| acking a roof and rattling noisely upon four tyreless rins. On the bare and bl ackened springs of
what once had been the driver's seat, sat the bare and bl ackened renai ns of what once had been
sonet hing or other. It wasn't human and it wasn't nice. It was very angry though and in chapters
past it had rejoiced in the name of Bill. (Sone cheers from supporters of the away team)

"Cab, sir?" barked barbecued Bill the driver, raising the charred relic of what once had been his
cap. 'Hop in, Johnny, we've got work to do.'

243

Johnny Dee tried to open a rear door. It disintegrated in his hands. He clinbed into the weckage
and sat where he coul d.

"I's there anything you'd like to tell ne about, Bill? he asked. 'You look a nmite off-colour."’
"l haven't been in this for ages,' said Rex Mundi. 'Wat am | doing now?

" Smuggling ny brother and me into the Butcher Building.' Chico replied. "Do try and pay
attention.'

"Cor,' went Rex. 'Look at that lot. What aren't they doi ng?
"They aren't shooting anyone, by the |ook of them Let's go over and check them out."'

"Sure thing.' Rex carried the doubl e-header across the | obby and i nspected the row of frozen Repo
Men. 'What happened here? Wiy are they just standing there |ike that?

Harpo said, 'If you ask ne, it's some kind of con-tenporary scul pture. Big enterprises like this
always like this kind of stuff. It's probably got sone pretentious nanme and cost a snmall fortune.

"No, Harpo.' Chico shook his head. 'That isn't it at all.’

Yeah, well you would say that, wouldn't you?'
' Because you're wong. Kindly shut up.
"Don't tell ne to shut up. You shut up.'

Cone on now, you two.' Rex gave them a shake.
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"Don't you shake my brother,' said Harpo.
"Nor mine,' said Chico.
"l 1 ooked like Tom Cruise first,' Kevin conpl ai ned.
' So0?' asked Reg.
' So?' asked Jason.

"So we can't all look |ike Tom Crui se.

"You could be triplets.' Sharon suggested. She was tall and tanned and young and lovely, with a
mane of gol den

244

hair and | arge passionate grey eyes. 'And it's straight on at the lights for the Butcher Building,
by the way.'

"Put your foot down further and switch that siren back on,' demanded Sam Maggott.

‘No agent, eh?' said the MIWIV station head. 'I think we can do business with this guy. Take his
name and tell himhe's got a deal.’

"l got zapped by a flying saucer,' Bill explained. 'It hasn't done nuch for ny tenper.

"Sinmon Butcher!' The Anti-Rex waved his gun in the air. '"I"'mconing to kill you!'

"My hair's blonder than yours,' said Alison to Sharon. "Ch no it's not.' 'Ch yes it is.

Laura seated herself before the controls. 'l think | can work all this out for nyself.' She rubbed

her hands toget her
"l bet you don't get the chance though.' The voice bel onged to Jonathan Crawf ord.
Laura | ooked up in horror. Jonathan's face grinned at her fromthe tel escreens.

Laura smiled. "Still alittle bit of you left in the machine, eh?" She touched buttons on the
consol e and the faces of Jonat han bl acked out. 'Soon have all your little tricks out of there.'

"l doubt that.' The voice was Jonathan's once again.
Laura studied the tel escreens. 'Say that again.' Her hand hovered above the consol e.

"l said, | doubt that.' A pistol butt caught her on the side of the head. Laura fell from her
chair on to the dead boy on the fl oor

245
"Not very nice of you, stonping on ny face like that.'
Laura gazed up. Jonathan gazed down. 1 told you you were making a big m stake.'

Laura w ped bl ood fromher eyes. 'But this was you. You said that only you could assenble the
apparatus.'

"Yes, | did, didn't I?" Jonathan swung his foot at Laura's face. Before it struck home the chapter
canme to a hasty concl usion.

246
18

Rock "ri Roll is making love to the Justice of the Peace's daughter in the back of a stolen Chevy,
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drinki ng beer you bought on a fake ID, at a drive-in
showi ng Vani shi ng Poi nt or
sonmet hing. That's what Rock 'n' Roll is.
M Ni xon
I"monly dancing cos 1 can't stop shaking.
John Spencer

Jonat han dragged Laura to her feet. He hadn't really kicked her in the face; you've got to draw
the line somewhere, although |'ve never been exactly sure where.

"You' ve worked out very well,' Jonathan told her. 'l knew | couldn't trust you, although you
checked out OK on ny instrumentation, |1'lIl have to look into that. But, you' ve been good val ue for
money. Two di fferent game scenarios for the death of the boy genius. They will go down a storm
with my business partners. The big question is now, what should | do with you? It wouldn't come
across as very credible if | trusted you a third tine. The second tinme was pushing it a bit.'

"You could I et me escape,' Laura suggested hopefully. 'Not know ngly of course. | could just,
wel |, escape when you weren't | ooking.
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"You could. But | don't like it. Better if I just end your scenario right here and now.'

Laura | ooked down at the boy. He was dearly insane.

"Not very imaginative,' she heard herself saying. 'Not for the great Jonathan Crawford. The genius
who turned life on Earth into a virtual-reality conputer gane for the Gods. That is what you've
done, isn't it?

Jonat han nade a snug face. 'It's a bit nore conplicated than that as it happens. But you're
cl ose.’
"So you can hardly just kill nme off now I'mthe female | ead, the hero has to get nme at the end.

It's tradition or an old charter or sonething.'

Jonat han stroked his pointy little chin. 'Seens to nme that just about everybody's had you al ready.
But | take your point. Wnner takes all, and as | intend to be the wi nner, shooting you would be a
bit of a waste. Tell you what, |'ve got a far better idea. One that's always popul ar. Conme on,
this way.' Jonathan gestured towards the lift door

"W're going up, aren't we, Barry?

" Chief, press that button there. That one and be quick about it.'
"Barry, you're giving the gane away now.'

"Chief, if you know what's good for you, press the dam button.
"This one?

" That one.’

Laura and Jonat han stood before the sixty-sixth floor Iift door
"Press the call button, Laura.'

"Where are we goi ng?'

"Where do you think?
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"Down.' Laura's voice had that dooned quality about it.
"You got it. Where is that [ift?
248
Ping went the little bell, the way sone of themdo. The |ift doors opened. The lift was enpty.
"Barry, where are we?'

"Sixty-fifth floor, chief. And in the nick of time." "Is it all right for you to say sixty-fifth
floor? 'Do you see a sixty-fifth floor, chief?” "Not with ny eyes dosed | don't." 'There you go,
then.' "Barry, this is just plain stupid.' 'Should suit you fine, then,' '"What's that, Barry?
"Nothing, chief." "You lying git, | heard you that tine.'

The |lift passed the ground-floor |evel and nmade for the vault.

' Down here,' whispered Laura.

Ping went the little bell. The Iift doors opened.

"In you go then.'

Laura hesitated. Jonathan prodded her with his average-sized weapon. 'Get noving.'
"Jonathan, | don't think |I—

" Pl ease shut up and go on. You know which way.'

"l don't want to go in there again.'

"But you nust, ny dear. You really nust. Heroine trapped in the treasure cave, tine ticking away
until the Big Bang; can the hero reach her in tine? If that's not a classic scenario, then | don't
know what is.

They noved am dst the massive paintings. The portraits of Presley, clad in the regal fineries of
ancient times. The gilded icons, busts and figurines. The inmages of the fal se nessiah. They
approached the bl ank stone wall.

'No, Jonat han, please.’
The bad boy tinkered at his wist. The wall dissolved
249

to reveal the chanber containing the juke-box sar-cophagus.

I n.
'No, please.

"Get in.' Jonathan thrust her forwards. And then she felt it again. That terrible Ioneliness. That
fear. The sorrow

Jonat han's laughter rang in Laura's ears in the tra-ditional nmanner as the wall dosed upon her
"W missed the lift,' said Rex. 'Never nmind, we'll catch it when it conmes up again.'

"All right,' said Kevin. "Al'l right. There's five of us. Three I ook |ike Tom Crui se and t he ot her
two |ike Julia Roberts.'

"l ook much nore |ike her than Sharon does.'

"Ch no you don't.'
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'Ladi es, please. W are supposed to be revolutionaries, fighting for a sacred cause. Followers of
bah-reah the All-Knower. We have to rescue our high priestess Laura and overthrow the system W
can't carry on in this bloody silly fashion.'

"l don't know about you lot,' said Jason. 'But | think Kevin | ooks just like Danny De Vito.'
O ficer Cecil finally switched on the siren. 'Happy now?' he asked in a petul ant nanner
'Overtake those trucks, then,' ordered Sam

"Wth the greatest of pleasure.' Cecil swerved past the MIWIV catering truck. Inside Balberith was
on the car phone.

"And |'ve always wanted to do a kiddies' series |like Sesane Street,' he was saying, 'but of course
I'"d want to eat a couple of the little bastards afterwards, if that would be OK with you.'

"Can't see any problemthere, fella,' the MIWIV
250

station head put his hand over the nouthpiece; 'get your foot down,' he told the driver, 'lose
this maniac.'

The Anti-Rex strode along a corridor of floor sixty-five. The Robocop super-gun swinging to left
and right. He turned a corner and stopped in no small surprise. Coning in his direction was a nan
in a trenchcoat and fedora. A nan who shoul d surely have been blown to pieces in the alleyway
behi nd the Tornorrowran Tavern. He was feeling his way along a wall with one hand and carrying a
sprout in the other. A very famliar-looking sprout. 'Rex,' said Barry. 'H there.'

Ping went the Iift bell at ground-floor Ievel
"Bot her," said Jonat han

The Iift doors opened.

Jonat han | ooked out.

Rex Mundi | ooked in.

"COh!' said he.

"Ch indeed.' Jonathan ained his gun at Rex. 'What the Hell is that ugly-Iooking sucker sticking
out of your jacket?'

"Barry,' said the Anti-Rex. 'l thought you were still—

"In the bucket, chief? Nah, | got fed up with that.'

'So you've got your awesonme powers back then?' A cruel snile appeared on the stinker's lips.
"Can | open ny eyes, Barry? It's Rex, isn't it?

" Shut your rap, ass-w pe.

"That's not very nice, chief. Wat's got into you? And where did you get that gun? That's the one
out of Robocop, isn't it?

"Toss Barry over to me, slineball. And keep your eyes shut.'

‘I don't know that | wish to be tossed anywhere as it happens. Wat's got into you Rex, you're not
yoursel f at all.’
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"I think you m ght just have sonething there, Barry.'
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"You're a bit early, Rex.' Jonathan beckoned with his gun. 'I wasn't expecting you for another
hour or so. But as you're here, you mght as well stay where | can keep an eye on you. Cone on,
and quietly now.'

Rex cane quietly.

"Fl oor sixty-six please, press the button pl ease.

Rex pressed the button. The doors dosed and the lift rose.

"What's with the freak? Jonathan waggled his gun at Harpo,' Chico. 'Starting up your own circus?
"I don't like this big boy,' blubbered Harpo. 'Turn himinto a bunny rabbit."’

' Not yet, bruv.'

"How does it do that? It's too young to talk.'

'How s the big gane goi ng, Jonathan? Anyone getting close to winning it yet? Rex |eaned over to
the lad in a chumy sort of fashion.

'Back of f please,' Jonathan raised his gun. 'And what exactly do you know about the game?'
"Just about enough to win it.'

"Ch, | do hope so, Rex, | really really do.'

"Now! ' shouted the Anti-Rex, cocking his great big pistol

'Toss Barry over.'

"What should | do, Barry?

"I think | shall have to check this out. | know | shouldn't, but I'mjust going to pop forwards
hal f an hour and see what's going to be going on. If you catch ny drift, and I'msure that you
do.'

"No, Barry, wait. Take ne with you.
"Hol d himor you're dead!
"I"'mtrying.'

But it was all too late. Barry was gone. Laz had an enpty hand and the Anti-Rex had a | oaded
pi st ol
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"Ch dear,' said he. 'Ch dear, oh dear. Seens |like you're dead, then.'

"OK OK,' cried Kevin. "W're freedomfighters and as such we're all free to |look |ike whoever we
want. Now, can we go and rescue Laura?

The Tom Crui ses and the Julia Roberts |ookalikes nodded their beautiful heads. One of the twins (I
think it was Alison) said ' There's an MIWIV truck belting up behind us and a | oad of police cars.
Can't we go any faster?

"Spin the gun turret around and take a pop at them wll you, Tom
Reg and Jason hastened to oblige.

In the lift Jonathan suddenly said, "Ch golly. In all the excitenent |I've let the Repo Men go off-
line.' He tapped furiously at his wist. It's all the fault of that Laura.
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"How i s Laura?' Rex did another chummy |ean-forward job. Only this tinme he kneed Jonathan in the
groin and tore the gun from his hand.

"Ni ce one,' said Harpo.
"Do you want to open your eyes before | shoot you?' the Anti-Rex asked.
"I'd prefer not, thank you. Barry mght well be back any second to get ne out of this.

"M Wyodbarf, nothing is going to get you out of this.' The evil one stuck the barrel of his super-
gun into Laz's left ear.

"Any | ast words?
' Pardon?’
"l said, any |ast wordsl

No need to shout.

el ?

"barry, help!!!’

"Nice try." Cock and click went the super-gun. Runble
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rumbl e, shout and holla, cane the sudden commotion in the corridor
So many big Repo Men and so many holy water-pistols all at once.
"Ch bollocks,' nmuttered the Anti-Rex, 'Dee and Kell ey,

where are you?' \

I

"Tal ked all night,' said Johnny Dee to blackened Bill. i '"Waffle waffle waffle. Al kinds of plots
and plans and evil schemes. Al crap, if you ask me. Ed and | had to go along with it, of course
We were supposed to bl ow our way into the basenment of the Butcher Building. The Presley hoard is
in there, you see.’

"Oh, that's where it is. | was taking Rex there when | got blown up. Found my cab out back of the
Tonorrowran. Frankly, |'mquite upset about the whole thing.'

"You | ook upset,' said Johnny.
"Where is Laura?" Rex inquired.
Jonat han clutched at hinself. 'Were you'll never find her,' he nunbl ed.

"Jonat han, surely you've noticed. Half the plot of this book appears to revol ve around peopl e
hol di ng guns on ot her people. Now, at this noment, as you can see, |'mholding the gun on you
Tell me where Laura is, or | will have no hesitation in shooting you.'

"Floor sixty-five,' said Jonathan, with no hesitation of his own.

Rex pressed the button. 'You'd better not be lying.'

The yout hful bl ackguard crossed his black heart. "As if 1'd dare.'
"Just sign here.' The MIWIV station head passed M)jo the fountain pen

"The truck's swerving around a lot. What's going on out there?
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"Nothing to worry about. Steady yourself on the table. Here you go.'
Shell -fire suddenly tore into the roof of the nobile boardroom
"Shit,' said Mjo.

"Sign,' said the station head.

"Well, I"'mnot too sure. What do you think, Debbie?

"Hell o!'" shouted Bal berith into the car phone. 'Anybody there?

For those who like a time check once in a while, it was now 9.30 hours to go and still counting
down.

Laura hugged her arns. The room was inpossibly cold. The sarcophagus |ay before her. Wthin it the
body of Elvis. The fal se God. The reason behind it all. Behind everything she | oathed and
despi sed. But sonething nore

Laura was shaki ng. She found genuine fear in this tiny room Beyond the walls life was unreal. It
had been made to becone unreal. But in here there was sone kind of crazy reality. The reality of
death perhaps? The in-evitability of age and ruination? The very pointlessness of if all?

Laura placed her trenbling hands upon the coffin's Iid.
"Elvis,' she said. 'What are you?'
Ping went that little bell again. This time at floor sixty-five. The lift doors opened.

It was an interesting tableau. Lazl o Wodbine with his hands over his face. The Anti-Rex with his
hands in the air. And a whole ot of Repo Men. Those who weren't training water pistols on the
ot her Rex, swung ot her weapons in the direction of the real thing.

"I"1l take my gun back now, if you don't mind.'

Rex handed it over

"I've never liked you, Jonathan,' said Rex.
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Jonat han smiled and then ki cked Rex between the legs. 'Nor me, you, as it happens.’
"Drive us into the car park.' Jason rattled away at the gun turret.

" How many police cars can you see?" Kevin asked.

Jason counted as best he could. 'About a dozen. And some MIWIV trucks. We'll all be on television
toni ght. Miust nake sure we get home in tinme to watch it.'

" How much amuni tion do we have left?

"Not nmuch. But we've got plenty of sweets.'
"And we have each other,' said Alison

' Do what ?'

"Kevin,' cooed Alison. '"Don't you think it's about tinme for a | ove scene? Sonethi ng steany, you
know. '

"What, you and nme? Not half.'
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"No. | was thinking about me and Reg. No-one ever does a steany |ove scene with Danny De Vito.'
"I don't look like Danny De Vito. Stop sniggering, Reg, or I'll give you a smack in the nouth.'
"Vell, well, well, well, well," crowed Jonathan. 'The gang's all here.'

"You!l!" The Anti-Rex threw up his hands. 'Crawford. You filthy stinking— Several Repo Men took

the oppor-tunity to club himto his knees.

"Told you you were in for a nasty surprise,' Rex smirked awfully. The bruised genitals were al npst
worth it just to see the ook on his eneny's face.

"And YOQU' | thought you and this noron with the shut eyes were dead.'

"Hi, Rex,' said Lazlo, not opening up for one little peep. 'Guess we wal ked into sone deep shit
here, eh?’

"H, Laz. Say hello to Lazl o, Harpo,' Chico.'

"The man is a prat,' said Chico.

'Language,' said Harpo. 'I'Il tell mumif you talk dirty."'
"What an ugly little sucker,' said the Anti-Rex.

256

"I don't think there's roomin the |ift for all you old pals,' Jonathan smiled hideously, 'we'd
best go up other ways.' He tinkered once nore at his wist. The ceiling spread. The sixty-fifth
floor rose and soon they were all on the sixty-sixth.

"W're not on the roof, by any chance?' Laz asked.

Things were relatively quiet down in the car park. The big nmilitary vehicle was quiet. Two dozen
police cars were quiet. Four of the MIWIV trucks, which were assenbled, were quiet. The fifth was
a bit noisy, though. 'Hello? shouted Bal berith. 'Soneone answer ne or |'mgonna |ose ny rag.'

Jonat han took a little peep at his watch. 'Ni ne hours and twenty minutes to detonation.
"Rex,' Laz whispered through his fingers, 'are we on the roof yet?

"Are you back in the first person?

"l guess not. So where are we?'

Jonat han spoke. 'You are at the very centre of oper-ations, M Wodbrain.

"Wodbine, fella, the nane's Lazl o Whodbi ne, some call me—

T don't really give a toss what they call you.' Jonathan swaggered to and fro before his private
arny. The Repo Men ained their weapons at Rex, Laz, Harpo,' Chico and Rex's dirty double. They had
pl enty of choice really.

'So,' said the swaggering one. 'Wat are we all going to do now?'

"My brother could turn you into a bunny,' Harpo suggested.

"Rex, kindly keep your pet quiet.'

"What is all this for?' The Anti-Rex indicated Jonathan's inprobable electronic set-up

"All this? The lad's smle passed over his creation. "You'd really like to know all about it,
eh?'
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"Before | tear your heart out of your chest and ramit down your throat, yes.'
"Don't you just wish! OK why not. | can edit it out later.'
"Where is Laura?' Rex denanded. 'Were is Elvis?

"One thing at a tine, please. All that you behold is for the nobst part, sinply broadcasting

equi prent. Al though of a somewhat specialized nature, with certain nodifi-cations. But you'll find
out all about themlater. | propose to broadcast on a world-w de scale, a nmessage to the good folk
of this fair planet.'

Har po | ooked at Chico. Chico | ooked at Harpo.

" Everybody wants to get into the act,' Chico said.
"What nessage?' the Anti-Rex asked.

"That Elvis is dead.'

' Dead?' The Anti-Rex sprang forward. WAter-pistols rose up to nmeet him Rifle butts clubbed him
down.

‘"l love it when they do that,' said Rex Mundi

What do you nean, dead?' The Anti-Rex rose, none the worst for wear.
"l thought you'd be glad to hear it.

"You killed hin? You?

"Not me.' The black heart was crossed once nore. 'He killed hinmself."

"He did what?' It was a bit of a chorus really, even sonme of the Repo Men joined in.

"He committed suicide, 16 August 1977. Not a |lot of people know that,' he continued, dropping
unexpectedly into his M chael Caine persona.

"You lying git,' said the Anti-Rex.

"Ch, but he did, you know. That is partly what all this is about. He cane here to ne. To the House
of Light. You can read it in the scripture. The Suburban Book of the Dead. It tells you all the

m st akes he nmade, before he finally sawthe light. My light. | fornulated the suicide pill for

him No-one back in 1977 suspected suicide."'

258
"But why?' Rex asked. 'Wiy would he want to kill hinself?

"You have to ask ne that? You've read his little bible. Seen the Presley hoard. You know how he
screwed up. It was guilt that nmade himdo it. @uilt for how he'd screwed everything up. He changed
history, he tried to nake it right. It ended with all this, Presley GCty. H m being worshipped as
a god. So he had no choice. The only way he coul d make anends was to go back and kill hinself.’

"Ah,' said Rex thoughtfully. 'I see. Wiat you're saying is that by conmitting suicide in 1977,
none of this could occur.

"Exactly.' Jonathan nade a snug face.
"Er?' Puzzl ed head-scratching suddenly becane all the rage.
"Is it just ne?" Laz asked. 'Or is there a rather obvious flawin the little punk's reasoning?

"Bunny the big boy,' said Harpo.
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"I think he just bunnied hinself, bruv.'

" Shut up! The lot of you!' Jonathan had a bit of a rant. 'Elvis is dead. That's all you have to
know. And in a little over nine hours you'll all be dead too. This city will be gone, nothing but
bl ackened rubble. And do you know why?

The puzzl ed head-scratching continued in some quarters, but hel pl ess shruggi ng had now becone t he
| atest craze. That and head shaking. It was all a matter of taste, really.

‘"Interesting that, isn't it? W all know that it happens, but none of us know how or why. Rex,
pardon ne, but you don't seemto be shruggi ng hel pl essly or shaking your head. In fact, correct ne
if 1'"'mwong, but you're nodding, aren't you?

"l certainly am'

"And why mght that be?

'Because,' said Rex Mundi. 'I've just figured it all out.’
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"Right," said Kevin. 'Plan, anyone?

"Unh uh uh uh uh uh uh uh uh,' went Reg and Alison steanily.

"You're proving a real disappointment to ne, Reg.

"Couldn't care less,' Reg drew breath. 'Wen did you ever get to give Julia Roberts one?
Kevin bit his Iip and shook his head. 'Jason, do you have a plan?

"Uh uh uh uh uh uh uh uh uh,' went Jason and Sharon w th nuch gusto.

"Aw, cone on, gang. We've cone all this way. W have to do sonething.'

"But we are, Danny,' said Jason, Sharon, Reg and Alison. 'W are.'

Bal berith nmunched upon the main chancer. 'Sorry,' said he, 'I lost ny rag. That's showbiz!"

The MIWIV station head said. 'OK, the shooting' s stopped and we're all parked up outside the
But cher Buil di ng. Mjo, have you signed the contract?

'The pen's run out.' Mjo shook the thing fiercely, spraying ink over the station head
"Sorry.'
"Just sign the contract.-The cameras are ready to roll.'

"Er, if | nmight just interject,'" Mjo's agent renmoved the pen fromhis client's hand and screwed
back the top, 'l have certain reservations regarding several of the clauses.'

The bespattered station head rolled his eyes. 'Ch, you do, do you?

"I'f we mght just |ook at clauses 3-8, 17-19, 28-29, 56-58, 103-105, 130-134 . . .'
The station head lit another cigar

* * * 260

"I'mgoing to tell him' Bill drummed his charcoal stunps on the steering wheel
"Tell who?' Johnny Dee shifted unconfortably.

"Hs excellency. I"'mgoing to tell him
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"Tell himwhat?' The devastated cab rattled and groaned. Sparks flew fromthe wheel rins. Bits
dropped of f and clattered into the street.

"Tell himl quit.'
"You can't do that.’

'l can. 1've been giving the matter a ot of thought. |I really quite |iked being a cabby. Got ne
out and about. Met interesting people. If you run your own cab, you're your own man, you can
choose your own hours, plan your holidays. It's a snart job.'

"Bill, you' re a demon fromHell. And a burnt-out one at that.'

"I had this revelation. Wuld you like ne to tell you about it?

"Not really.’

"You see,' Bill continued. 'It's like this . . .'

"Oficer Cecil.'

"Yes, sir?

"Officer Cecil. W now have what is called a "contain-nment situation". The terrorists are

surrounded. W have them"in the net".'
"In theory, sir.'

"In practice, officer.’

"Do you think they know that, sir?

"Officer Cecil, | want you to immobilize their vehicle.'

O ficer Cecil fell about in mirth. 'Yes, | bet you do.'

Samignored him 'Get out of this car. Creep over to themand blow the tracks off their battle
wagon wi th your over-sized weapon.'

O ficer Cecil studied the face of Sam Maggott. It was a big fat sweaty face. The face of a police
chief who was having a 'tough one'. It was unshaven. The nmouth of the
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face had bad breath. The eyes were red-rinmed. There was a bogey up the left nostril.

"You want | should creep over to that great arnoured tank of a thing, risking life and linb, and
casually blow off its frigging tracks. |Is that what you're saying, sir?

"That's right."’

"OK then.' Oficer Cecil saluted his superior. Cinbed fromthe police car and marched away.
But not in the direction of the terrorist vehicle. In quite the opposite, in fact.

"Officer Cecil, come back or I'll put you on a charge.'

"Go stuff yourself.' Oficer Cecil raised two departing fingers. 'I'mgoing for a beer.'

"Spit it out, Rex,' Jonathan advised. 'Tell us what you know.'

Rex smled. "Well, for a start, | knowthis. Presley City, all of it, is some kind of big computer
game. And it doesn't take the brain of Einstein to figure out that you' re behind it.’

"l never thought nuch of Einstein. He was a Phnaarg. But is that it, is that what you think you
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know?"'
"I know you're stuck.'
"What do you nean?' The |l ad nade a brave face. It didn't look all that brave. 'Stuck? M?
The gane ends in just over nine hours. \Wat happens to you after that?'
"well. . .. ..

'"CGo back and start again. Is that it? Is that what you have to do each tine, if nobody w ns? How
Il ong do you get, each tinme?

"What is all this shit? The Anti-Rex nade furious fists. 'What ganme are you talking about?
" Ask the boy-genius.'
"It's rubbish. Al rubbish.'

‘I don't think so. It all stens fromhere, fromyou. The Departnent of Human Resources, the Repo
Men
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monitoring information, maintaining order in a city that isn't really a city. You re stuck here,
Crawford. You can't get out until the game is won. And you don't know how to win it yourself.
That's why we're here.'

" Rubbi sh.' Jonathan had a fair old sweat going.

"No, it ain't.' Lazlo Wodbi ne opened his eyes.

"Well, that's you out of it.' Jonathan sneered. 'You only had the four sets. You just lost.'
Rex turned to the man in the trenchcoat. 'Wat is all this?

‘I hate this stinking city,' Laz stared bitterly at Jonathan, 'but | never realized why unti
right this mnute. It's a gane all right. A big ganme and |'ve been here and played in it before.
The Tenpus Fugitives. My case. The only case | ever get. Tine after tine after tine. | renenber
now. |'ve done this again and agai n.

"And you al ways cock it up,' Jonathan nanaged anot her sneer. 'You never anounted to nuch anyway. A
bit of nostalgia for the old folks."'

"And nme?' Rex asked.

Jonat han shrugged. 'You're supposed to be the hero, aren't you? So you' d better do some heroing.
You' ve got nine hours left to win the gane. Because, if you don't ' the boy's eyes narrowed.
"You'll be in this again and again. Just like ne. And I'll make sure you know it. | always w pe
the detective's menory. But | won't wi pe yours. Now you're in it, you'll stay in it. So you'd best
win it now eh?

"Boo and hiss' said Harpo. 'This big boy is a rotter.'
"How is it won?

"You've got to get the gold, Rex.' Jonathan danced a manic little dance. 'You have to get the
treasure and neutralize the bonb. Then you win.'

"Wiere is the treasure?
"It's in the vault under this building,' sighed the Anti-Rex. 'Hero? You have to be joking.'
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'So where's the bomb?" Rex turned back to the little blighter

Jonat han threw up his hands. 'l don't know I|f | knew where it was, do you think I'd get bl own up
time after tine.'

Rex turned to his |oathsonme double. 'Were is the bonb?

H s other self glared back at him 'Not mnmy bonmb,' he replied. 'l don't know.'

'So what are you planning to do?" Rex gave Jonathan anot her gl ance.

To you, nothing. You want to live. So, find the treasure, stop the bonmb and win the gane.'

Rex | aughed. 'But then you win, don't you? You are free. And you sell the ganme to— he pointed
skyward ' —and go on running the show. In your own sweet fashion. Thinking up new scenarios, and in
conplete control .’

"Sounds OK to ne,"' said Jonathan, preening generally.
"But not to ne!' The Anti-Rex nade mghty fists. '"I'mgoing to run this planet, you little shit.'

"Don't be so silly." Jonathan fluttered his hands in the air. 'You're no threat to me. But | do so
like having you in the gane. Comic relief, you know. But enough of all this chit-chat. Tine is
agai nst us. And you nust be getting on with your exciting adventures. So | shall say ta-ta for
now. '

There was a grinding of gears and a neshing of cogs and a steel wall plunged down, effectively
separating Rex, Harpo,' Chico, Laz and the Anti-Rex fromthe boy in the control roomand his
private arny.

"Best get to it,' canme Jonathan's dosing conmrents. 'Nine hours left. Every man for hinself.'
264
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Elvis is everywhere, man. M N xon

The Anti-Rex began to grow somewhat bul gy. Unsightly swellings pulsed on his face. H s eyes
rolled. Large lunps canme and went on his forehead. Buttons popped fromhis shirt. It wasn't
pretty, but it was pretty standard stuff. Harpo,' Chico, for two, wasn't inpressed.

"This is all crap!' roared the bulger. "All of it. I've never been here before. I'mnot in this

game" .

"I saw you last tinme, scunbag.' Laz straightened his belt. 'And the tinme before that. My nenory's
com ng back clearer than a closet queen in a clergyman's cloister.'

"Did I kill you the last tine?" the Anti-Rex asked. 'Because |I'msure as Hell gonna do it now.' He
| unged toward the man in the trenchcoat.

And t hen

"Aw shit!' A carpet of banana skins materialized be-neath the feet of the Anti-Rex and sent him
spraw i ng.

"About tinme too,' said Harpo. 'N ce one, Chico.'
"l suggest we make a break for it,' Chico said. 'W'd best take the lift.
"You take yours and |I'Il take nine.' Lazlo Wodbine took to his heels.

"This is MIWIV broadcasting live on the air,' cane a tal king head on all avail abl e networ ks,
wavebands and
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whatnots. 'W are outside the Butcher Building in up-town Presley Cty, where today a nost
dramatic scene is unfolding. The building is now surrounded by police cars that have raced here
because Harpo,' Chi co, two-headed | ove-child of popul ar showbiz couple Mjo and Debbi e N xon
recently kidnapped by aliens, is now known to be inside. Held hostage by Sinon "Baby Slayer"
But cher, psychopathic nmani ac and phot ographer to the stars.'

"Do what?' went Sam Maggott, who was picking it up on the police band.

"Do what?' went Jonathan Crawford, alias Sinon 'Baby Slayer' Butcher, who was picking it up on all
ki nds of sophisticated how s-your-fathers. 'Say again?

"Earlier today Harpo,' Chico managed to call us from his inhuman captivity to say that Butcher
proposed to carry out obscene nedical experinents upon the helpless infant. There have been no
ransom demands and it appears that Butcher, described by a close friend as a "scream ng
shirtlifter and fish fetishist who should be strung up by the gonads", takes pleasure in acts of
unrivall ed barbarity against mnors. W'Ill be right back after this station break.'

"OGsh Kosh By Golly. Baby garnents with that extra neck space. As worn by Harpo,' Chico, the all-
Aneri can boys. Doncha just |ove 'en?

"Frig!" Crawford thumbed the channel into darkness. 'Or perhaps not frig. In fact, not frig at
all.'" He smled his snug little smle and made free with the consol e tapping.

"This is just perfect,' he said.

"Did you hear that?' Kevin asked.

Jason, Sharon, Reg and Alison were all snoking cigarettes and | ooking a mite shagged out.

' Hear what?' asked one of the Julia Roberts.

"Up there in the Butcher Building. Sinmon Butcher's got
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Har po,' Chico. He's a psycho. I'll bet he's holding Laura. Has to be. W've got to save her.'
"And how do we do that? asked a Tom Cruise. 'W seemto be surrounded.'’

"Stormthe building.' Kevin prepared to do just that.

"Couldn't we hang on a while,' Reg asked. 'I fancy taking tea with the parson. How about it,
Alison?

"You filthy pig.' Alison hit himright in the nouth.

Reg rubbed his cheek. ' Sharon?

"I''mgane, Tom' Sharon whispered. 'Wich way up do you want me?'
"Aw, cone on, gang . '
The lift went down.

"The vault,' said Rex. 'How do we get to the vault?

"W go down, Rex. Right down.' Chico gestured to the row of floor buttons. 'Hold nme over there and
I"1l use ny X-ray vision.

"X-ray vision.' Rex made a face. 'It figures.'

" Ah, yes.' Chico exanmined the button panel. 'Straight-forward enough. Numerol ogi cal sequence.
Three-digit code. Cardinal numbers. Sinple and obvious. 666."'
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"Ch dear,' Rex made another face, 'not one of ny favourites.'

"Had to be though, didn't it. After all, your other self's TV station is the next block down the
street.'

'Down the street?'

"Sure. They're next-door neighbours. Crawford and the other you. Cosy, eh? Tap it out, Rex. (oing
down.'

Rex tapped six. Then six again. The |lift shuddered.

Chico smiled. 'Sixty-six. Crawford' s floor. He's set up defences to prevent anyone getting to him
now. Best press the third six before we go off bang.'

Rex hesitated. 'W mght well go off bang if | press the wong button. Six six six is too easy.'
The lift began to heave violently fromside to side.
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"It's gonna drop,' how ed Harpo. 'W're all gonna die. Save us, Rex.'

Rex's finger hovered before the six button. The lift rocked. Sparks began to fly.

"Press six.' Chico reached for the button. Rex held hi m back.

"It's wong. It's atrap, | knowit.'

The lights went on and off. The fear flasher flashed and the horror horn went W0000000000000!
Tress six like ny brother says.'

"No.' Rex pressed eight.

The shaki ng stopped. The lighting sorted itself out and the lift proceeded down in an orderly
fashi on.

"How?' Chico asked. 'I missed it.'

"Crawford's not the Beast 666,' Rex explained. 'He lives right next door, though. You just told
me. So six six eight ... that's the code. The next-door nei ghbour of the beast. Smart thinking on
my part, eh?'

"Dead smart. Except that the TV station is dawn the street. VWich would make it six six four.'
"Hm ' went Rex Mundi .

"This is MIWIV and this is Dick Adanski talking to you live. | have here with me Myjo and Debbi e
Ni xon, distraught parents of Anerica's favourite bicephal ous. Who, if you missed us earlier, is
bei ng held captive by Sinmon "the Bl ack Butcher" Butcher, necrophile, beast-ialist and high-society
phot ogr apher. Mojo, how are you feeling right now?

T mfeeling pretty good right now, Dick, because | know that MIWIV, the station that cares, is
ri ght behind Debbie and ne. And Presley City's finest are on the job.'

"And do you have a nessage for the bl ack butcher hinself?

T surely do, Dick. If you' re watching, you son-of-a-suppository, | wanna tell you this, holding
captives and conducting nonstrous experinments can be a thirsty
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business. And if | were you, |'d be drinking Murdoch Brew, the beer that hits the spot any tinme.
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That's what |'mdrinking right now Cheers, Dick.
' Cheers, Mjo.'
"The kid's a natural.' The MIWIV station head | eaned back in his chair and sniled hugely.
'Cl auses 689-692, 707-717 . ..' Mdjo's agent continued.

'Goddamm ... Ch and ouch . . .' The Anti-Rex skidded on another banana skin. He dragged a handset
fromhis pocket. Pressed buttons, shouted into it. 'Dee, Kelley. Were are you?

Johnny Dee tossed his how ing handset out of the gl assless cab wi ndow. 'He does go on, don't he?

"It came to me in a flash,' Bill burbled on, "a bolt fromthe blue, as it were. About the cabbying
see. | could be like this sort of |one avenger with his own cab. You know the kind of stuff. Crime
wave, society under attack, panic in the streets. The police chief is having a rough one.
Everything is coming apart at the seans. Only one thing to do. Pick up the Bill Phone and cal
HELLCAB. '

Johnny cast his eyes towards heaven

"When there's sone deep shit in your neighbourhood,' sang Bill. 'Wo you gonna call? Cal
HELLCAB! '

'Doesn't scan, Bill.'

"You could join nme, Johnny. Renenber Randall and Hapkirk Deceased! | could be the dead one. Even
like this I"'mbetter |ooking than he was.'

The Hellcab ground its way painfully through the late afternoon streets of Presley Gty.
"When sonet hing pongs and it don't pong good, who you gonna call? Call. . . HELLCAB . . .'
"Straight on at the lights,' said Johnny.

Bal berith popped the main chancer's final foot into his mouth and swal |l owed. Then he stuck his
head t hrough the hole in the roof and took a bit of a | ook round. There
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were a good nmany cameras. But none of themwere pointing in his direction. All were ained up at
t he Butcher Buil ding.

"So that's where the novie is,' Balberith dabbed his black lips with a table doth, '"I'mon then.'
8.50
The Iift doors opened. 'Ah,' said Rex. 'W're here.'

' Debbi e." Dick Adanski extended his mke. 'Wuld you be kind enough to share a word or two with
us?'

‘I'd love to, Dick.' Debbie thrust out a pair of breasts that really should have had consi derabl e
mention pre-viously. 'I'd just like to say—

The channel flickered. The screens of the view ng public becane breastless. And then the face of
Jonat han Crawford went worl d-w de

"Hel |l o, suckers,' Jonathan wi nked horribly, "it's nme, Sinon "the bogeyman" Butcher. Mani ac,
destroyer and ruler of this fair land. Yeah, ruler. That's what | said. I'min control here. | run
it all, the Departnent of Human Resources, that keeps you little nmaggots working. The Repo Men who

moni tor you and keep you on the straight and narrow. The governnent. Al of it. It's ne. Never
guessed that, did ya? Well now you do. So don't touch that dial because |'mgonna tell you al
about it. You ready?
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The Anti-Rex pressed his fingers to the steel wall. They pul sed and throbbed. Lines of energy
spread in red streaks. The steel began to nelt.

"Ever had that feeling that your life wasn't your own? That soneone was mani pul ati ng you? Wl l,
you were right. It's me. You lot are nothing but pawns in ny game. The ultinate ganme. Rubbi sh,
that's all you are. And |'ve
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grown tired of you. So, guess what I'mgoing to do. |I'm

going to press ny little button and wipe the lot of you

out. The sanme way | wiped out Elvis— 'Qoh, eek, and what the Heck?' went the view ng public.
' You done what ?'

"Elvis is dead, suckers. What do you think of that?" The millions of viewers really didn't know
what to

think. So they shook their heads, opened cans of beer and
settled down to await further revel ations.

They didn't have to wait |ong.

"You're all gonna get it in the neck,' crowed Jonathan

He raised a finger and prepared it for the big plunge down.

"l shouldn't do that if |I were you, sir.

Jonat han's finger hovered in the air. The way sone of themdo. He turned to view the owner of the
all-too-faniliar voice.

"Ch no! Not you!' Jonathan's jaw hit his chest.
"Just back off is all.'
"But... it's ... you .

"It's me, fella.' The young man wore a gold | ane zootsuit and the very bluest of blue suede
footware. He had a serious quiff on, cheekbones to stagger the senses of the gods and really
killer side-burns. And he curled his lip. Just so.

'Move away fromthe console,' said Elvis Aaron Presley, for could it possibly have been anyone
el se?

"But you're dead . . . | . . .'

"Killed me? Killed ne! Elvis the Everliving. Some hope, mister. Now step asi de easy now and don't
t ouch not hi ng."

It was not to be noticed that the King held in his hand nothing nore nor less than a trusty Smth
and Wboden heart.

"And stick "emup while you're about it.'
"No no no no no.' Jonathan took to shaking his head.
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He al so took to sticking his hands up, though. 'This is all wong. This is not what's supposed to
happen. And | think |I've run out of lives. Go away, you're spoiling everything.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Ro0...20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (158 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:57 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt

"Unh-uh.' Wth the gun firmy trained upon Jonathan, Elvis addressed the cameras. 'People of the
world,' said he, 'you all heard what the little guy here had to say to you and you all know who |
am So | guess you'll all approve of this.'

He cocked his pistol

"No!" cried Jonathan, and it really nmust be said it was the real one this tine. 'Stop, you don't
know what you're doing.'

El vis squeezed the trigger and without further words wasted, shot Jonathan's brains out. On prine
tinme.

"Nice shot,' said Kevin. 'Do you think BAH- REAH told himto do it?
'CGoddammi t!' croaked Sam Maggott. 'Stormthat build-ing!'

"Ch this is great.' The voice of the MIWIV station head called through a fog of cigar snoke. 'If
Elvis liberates Harpo,' Chico this is worth mllions. MIllions. Get Dick in there, try and arrange
an interview'

' 789-807,' said Myjo's agent.
' Sonmeone throw this bumoutta here,' roared the snoker
'Beer please.' Cecil placed hinself upon a bar stool

‘In a mnute,' the Tonorrowran's barman adjusted the TV set above the bar, 'I'mwatching this. The
| ast bit of the book's comng up and | want to see what happens.'
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Rex wandered anongst the Presley hoard. 'OK,' he dandl ed Harpo,' Chico, 'we've got this far
Where's the bonb?

"I don't actually know that.' Chico scratched his little chin. 'l can't be expected to know
everything, you know. '

"About this Cosmi c Message of yours?' Rex asked.
"I'd rather not discuss that at the present nonent, if you don't mind.'

The Anti-Rex's hands bl azed upon the sheet steel. Mlten netal dribbled away. The hol e w dened.

"People of the world.' Elvis straightened his hair. 'I'm back anbngst you. Although |I've never
really been away. |'ve always been here to hel p and gui de you. But other guys, bad guys, have been
pl ayi ng bad ganes with all of you. But that's all done now cos |I'"'mhere to deal with things in
person. It's me, I'mhere, I'"'mholy and |'m handsone. Elvis the Everliving. So, now listen up,

there's sonmet hing you gotta know. We got terrorists here in our nidst.'
"Oh shit,' said Kevin.

"Terrorists unseen and unknown. And they plan to destroy this great city of ours. In less than

eight hours a bonmb will explode and kill you all. You, mnmy people. So listen up and |listen good.
You gotta find this bonb. Locate it and then call in to me. That's what you gotta do if you |ove
me. It's somewhere in the city. So find it and call it in. It's a test for ny love. Do it for ne.'

The screens bl anked. Elvis was gone.
"Don't look at ne," Kevin shrugged, 'it's the first |I've heard about any bonb.'
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Presley City suddenly got very busy indeed. Folk issued fromall quarters. Manhol e covers cane up,
hoar di ngs cane down, shop w ndows caved in. There was a whole |lotta searching going on. But it
wasn't being done in the spirit of conmunal well-being, but in panic and hatred and the settling
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of old scores. Crowmds poured into the streets. Buildings took fire. People began to die. It was
all wrong.

"It's all wong.' Rex shook his head. 'How could he do it? How could he | et this happen?' He
wasn't tal k-ing about all that up there, but all he saw down there, all about him 'l knew the
man. He was honest. He cared.'

"He foul ed up.' Chico shrugged his shoulder. '"Not his fault really. He did his best.'
"So now we' ve found the hoard, what should we do with it?

"Burn it!' Harpo said. 'Burn it all.’

"What ?* Chi co asked.

"Destroy it," Harpo continued. 'W have to erase it all.’

"What are you tal ki ng about, bruv?

' Chico, the space-folk told you plenty, but they told ne plenty also. Not that I'mreally supposed
to let on. Burn it, Rex, that's what you have to do.'

"Burn it?" Rex was very doubtful indeed. 'This is the work of masters, nen of genius. You can't
burn art, it's a sacrilege."'

'Rex, these paintings are blaspheny. Elvis isn't God. You know that. Al of it nust burn now. None
of it can be allowed to |leave this place again. No future archaeol -ogi st nmust ever dig up one
fragment. The whol e thing stops here, tonight. For ever.'

'He-a-vy,' said Chico.

"Then the gane ends?' Rex thought he'd ask
"The gane ends when you defuse the bonb.'
"Hm ' nurnured Rex Mundi
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"Torch it, Rex, you know it makes sense.' 'OK.' Rex dithered. 'But |I'mnot happy.' 'Rex, |'mone
hal f of a two-headed baby. Just how happy do you want to be in one |ifetine?

The face of Elvis was back on the screen. 'Find it for me ny people.’

A hol e appeared in the steel wall and the Anti-Rex stuck his head through it. And what he saw nmade
himgrin a very wi cked grin.

Rex stood before Adoration of the Shepherds by Georges de |a Tour (1593-1652). Elvis was right
there in the nmiddle, thinly disguised beneath a railwayman's cap and carrying a flute. [Check this
one out if you're ever in the Louvre, | speak not one word of a lie.]

"You have to burn,’ Rex told the canvas. 'Although I hate |like danm to be the one to do it."'
Torch it, Rex. Come on now.'

'K Harpo.' Rex had about his person a Carrier slimline conmputer-controlled cigarette lighter. It
took flame the first tine, the way all of them do.

Rex held it dose to the priceless painting. The ancient paint blistered, the fire took hold.
Laura Lynch pressed her ear to the wall. Someone was out there. Soneone.

Rex stepped back fromthe burning canvas and gl anced around the vault. The da Vintis, the
M chel angel os, the Van Goghs, the Caravaggi os and Carsons gazed back at him Dunb, it seened, with
di sbelief at his act of unspeakabl e vandalism
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"Sorry chaps.' Rex backed towards the lift.

Laura began to beat at the wall. 'Help ne!' she

screaned. ,
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"Well, it's burning.' Rex watched as the flanes spread. 'So where is the bonmb?'

Rex, it's you, help ne.'

Let's get out, Rex, above it all, look down, try and reason it out.'

Sounds good to nme, Chico. Up it is.

Rex! Help ne!’

"Who said that?

It wasn't me. Cone on, into the lift, quick.'

"No, wait. | heard sonething.'

Rex, help.'

Rex, hurry, it's getting awfully hot in here.'
" Shush, Chi co.

Don't you shush ny brother.'

Don't you start.'

' Hel p!*

It's Laura. Laural!' Rex shouted. '\Were are you?

I*'mhere, Rex. Here.'

She's here.

"Oh shit, Rex, forget about her. She's not inportant.'
" Shut up!’

Don't you tell my brother to shut up.

Laura, |'mcoming.' Rex plunged forwards, taking Harpo,' Chico.
"No, Rex, no.' The Presley hoard was fast becom ng an inferno.

"We'll fry ... ooh ouch . . . nmum... do sonething, Chico!’

"Ch, all right.' Chico screwed up his face and hunched his shoul der. The fl anes

and roared up harmessly to either side.

"Neat trick,' said Rex.

parted before Rex

Al'l at once, because there's nothing to be gained by dragging it out, they were before the bl ank

wall . Rex put a hand upon it. 'She's in here, but there's no door.'
‘"Let ne,' said Harpo. 'Chico isn't very good with nunbers.'
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Chico hung his head.
Harpo rattled his share of fingers on the blank wall.

The wal | dissolved and Laura Lynch fell into Rex's arns. \Wich would have been very romantic, if
we felt we could trust Laura one inch

"Ch Rex,' Laura kissed himpassionately, 'you saved ne.'

‘I had a little help fromny friends.

Harpo,' Chico sniled up at Laura. Laura didn't snile back

"CGod,' she said, "what an ugly little sucker."'

"Right,' said Chico, '"that does it."'

"No, wait,' Rex was staring over Laura's shoulder. 'Wat's that thing in there?
"Ch, that's the coffin of Elvis Presley. He's dead, you know.

"Vell, actually I didn't.

Rex | ooked down at the bunny rabbit. 'Turn her back,' he told Chico.

The truck began to rock and the MIWIV station head began to get a sweat on. 'What's going on out
there?" he demanded to know.

Trouble, sir.' The driver spoke through his little hatch. 'Lots of nob violence. But we're getting
it all on tape, no worries. They've all gone mad since Elvis made his broadcast. They're tearing
the city to pieces.’

"Here we go here we go here we go.' Kevin flung the big mlitary vehicle into gear. It plunged
forward, nmashing police cars, scattering rioters, nounted the big front-steps and pl oughed into
the | obby of the Butcher Building. 'Let's kick ass.

T used to kick ass,' ex-officer Cecil swi gged his beer, 'but, you know, you get fed up with it,
type-cast, always the heavy. | want to get involved in something with a bit
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nore depth. Sonmething to show my conpassionate caring side. There's no future in this comedy stuff
for me.'

The barman nodded thoughtfully. 'I know what you nean. |'mfar too good for this nonsense. When
this is finished 1'mgoing to audition for something deep and hard to understand, sonething with
Booker Prize poten-tial. Wuld you like to see ny previous revi ews?'

"Yes, I'd like that very much. Could | have the sanme again, please?

"On the house.' The barman spread his scrapbook on the bar-counter. 'Read what they said about ny
per-formance in They Canme And Ate Us.

The Anti-Rex opened a bigger hole. He could see what was going on in a big way now Elvis stood
before the caneras, throwi ng poses and nmaking with the sound bites. The Anti-Rex slid his red-hot
finger down the steel barrier. It parted before him

"Search,' cried Elvis. '"Find the bonb. Kill all who stand in your way.' And the popul ation were
doi ng just that.

"You're a real bad boy carrying on like that,' said the Anti-Rex. 'Having sonme kind of a
brai nstorm are you?

El vis ignored himand continued with what was now becom ng quite unbecom ng. 'There are those who
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won't follow the light. The House of Light. My house. Kill themall. Find the bonb. Call nme. Cal
me. '

"I"'mcalling you, asshole.
Elvis carried on regardl ess.

" Ah, excuse nme, | nean dear old friend. Elvis, it's ne, Rex. |I've cone to help you.' The evil one
approached the nan in the gold lame suit. 'Hello? Can you hear ne?

"Search,' cried the man of gold. 'Search.'’

"Elvis, what is wong with you?' The Anti-Rex stared himeye to eye.

' Search!’

"Search? It's me, shithead. Wake up.' The Anti-Rex
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swng a fist at the head of Elvis Aaron Presley. It passed dean through into enpty air.
"What the fuck?

The screens went bl ank. Elvis wavered, faded and then was gone.

"What the . . '

"You wouldn't let it lie.'" The voice belonged to Jonathan Crawford (yet again!). He rose fromthe
floor pulling prosthetic rubber brains fromthe side of his head. 'Do you know how rmuch trouble I
went to, faking up that hol ogram of Elvis shooting nme, progranm ng that speech, all at short

noti ce? No, of course you don't. Because you never know what's going on. You really are such a
stupid prat!’

Now, you really have to think about that remark. It takes soneone with a rare amunt of self-
confidence to stand in front of Satan the Prince of Darkness, the Lord of Hell, and call hima
prat to his face. | don't think I'd chance it.

"Wll, | would.' Jonathan squared up to the now pul sating Anti-Rex. 'Prat, prat, prat!

"You . . . you . The beast seened genuinely lost for words. Hardly surprising really.

"Come on then, spit it out.' Jonathan took a step backwards. 'Let's hear it.

"You are going to die a death of such hideousness that the agonies of every death that has gone
before will be as nothing. You will withe in anguish for eternity.’

"No | won't.' Jonathan was tinkering with his wist again, which old Beel zebub really should have
recog-ni zed as a bad sign. 'You should be a bit nore careful how you speak to ne. Renenber what
happened to your last incarnation? Still in the dustbag of the Great Celestial Vacuum Cl eaner, if
I"'mnot very nuch m staken. Do you know why you never w n? Ever ask yourself that? How come you,
with all the natural advantages, never win in the end? Ceneration after generation of aspiring

si nners,
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and how nmany ever end up worshi ppi ng you? A couple of dozen each century, and nost of them stone
bonkers. And do you know why?

The Dark One's hair stood upon end, brinstone streanmed fromhis ears, his black tongue wavered
ei ghteen inches before his furious face. 'Tell nme why,' he screaned.

' Because you're thick,' crowed Crawford. "The Devil is a dullard. A dork. Evil, maybe. The very
personification of evil. But that's the point and that's why you don't get it. You are the
personification of evil, but evil is the nanifestation of stupidity. Evil is brainless, heartless
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and soulless. It's negative and uncreative. See, there you go, then. Happy to have put you
strai ght. Run al ong now and shape up.

The Anti-Rex exploded. Becane a tangle of twisting tentacles. A seething festering maggot-nest. A
thing of such indescribable vileness as to be virtually in-describable. It flung itself at

Jonat han Crawford. And splattered in a fashion, which probably came only as a surprise to itself,
against an invisible wall.

"M ssed ne.' Jonathan did a little dance. 'Got to be quicker than that.'

The obj ecti onabl e object thrashed violently and gave banshee holl erings. Jonathan put his finger
to his lips.

"Don't go tiring yourself out. You can't get through. Little innovation of nmy own. Quite inspired,
really. Based on the holy-water principle. Always fascinated nme, the concept of holy water. What
could the difference actually be between it and ordinary water? Are you paying attention?

The thing was a-screaning and a-thrashing.

"Ch well, please yourself. As | was saying. What | wanted to know was what happend to the water on
a sub-atomic | evel when it got blessed. What gave it its power. How was it done, howdid it work,
things of that nature. So | investigated. And do you know what |
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found? No, of course you don't. | discovered that the water becane charged with energy. Magica
energy. The bl essing contained positively charged words of power. These triggered a chenica
change on a sub-atomc |evel, nmaking the water poisonous to the likes of you. It's polarities
again, you see. Positive and negative. Energy. Matter is energy. The universe is conposed of
matter, there's hardly an enpty space anywhere. What an interesting fellow | am don't you think?

The horrid nasty nmaggot-wiggling snelly evil thingy hurled itself again and again at the
invisible wall and went, 'bl aaaaaaagh!

"Elvis Aaron Presley. Cone out with your hands up.' Sam Maggott (no relative of any other naggot)
stood on the rocking roof of his besieged police car hollering lanmely through his bullhorn. Around
hi m crowds surged and pushed and fought and struggl ed. Certain enbol dened officers chose to draw
down fire on the rear end of the big mlitary vehicle which was now parked in the | obby of the

But cher Building. Others were doing their best to reverse their cars through the mayhem These
were those who had becone aware of the nonstrous black creature that was cutting the proverbia

bl oody swathe through the rioting thousands en route, apparently, for the |eading truck of the
MI'WI'V convoy.

‘"Let ne stroke the nice bunny rabbit,' chirped Harpo.

"Chico, turn her back this nminute.' Rex shook his spare fist.

"W'd best be going now,' Chico was unnoved, T can't keep the flanes back forever.'
' Chi co, we need her hel p.

"You heartless sod. You'd deprive a poor little two-headed baby of its pet bunny.'

' Chi co!"

"Ch, all right. 1'"lIl get you another bun, bruv.'
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"l don't want another one. | want this one.'

'"He wants this one, Rex.

"Hurry up. It's getting very hot.' Rex stepped into the chanber to avoid the |icking flanes.

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Ro0...20The%20Suburban%20Book%200f%20the%20De.txt (164 of 183) [1/19/03 10:14:57 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%620-%20A rmageddon%62003%20-%20T he%20Suburban?%20B 00k %6200f %20the%20De. txt
"No problem' Harpo reached out twiddling fingers as Rex stepped forward. 'I'Il dose the wall
Don't want ny bunny getting blistered.

"No," cried Rex. 'l don't think that's a good— the wall dosed, sealing Rex, Harpo,' Chico and a
| ovabl e furry woodl and creature into Elvis Presley's burial chanber '—dea,

'So,' said Jonathan, 'I now enlarge the forcefield.' He tinkered at his wist. 'Shape it and dose
it. Wth you inside, of course. Then once it has beconme a nice neat cylinder, |ike so,' another
tap or two at the wist, 'l programre the cylinder to contract into a long thin tube about one
mcron in dianeter. You can just inmagine what you'll |ook |ike by then, eh?

The ex-Anti-Rex squirmed fearfully within the already shrinking cylinder of force. Jonathan smled
upon it.

‘I hate to piss you off even further, you being so hard pressed and everything,' he tittered
mrthlessly, 'but you'll really kick yourself when you hear this. If you hadn't muscled in when
you did and interfered with the hologramall this would have been yours. At the end of Elvis's
speech, once the bonb had been discovered and | had defused it, the hol ogram was programed to
self destruct. It would have confessed to the world that it wasn't really God and then proved it
by conmitting suicide Iive on canera. And then you, as the last legitimate "god" left on the

pl anet woul d have inherited the lot. | planned to take myself off to another quarter. So you'd
have got it all. But now you don't. Ain't life a bitch sonetinmes?

The furious thrashings within the contracting cylinder
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confirmed the creature's agreenment that life certainly could be a bitch at tines.

"Well, nust love you and | eave you, as they say. |I'mreal fed up with getting blown up, so
intend to put a considerable distance between nyself and Presley City before Big Bang tine. So
| ong, sucker.

Downstairs in the | obby, Kevin's five-star revolutionary force was swapping gunfire with
Jonat han's Repo Men. The goi ng was bei ng nade sonewhat difficult by the |arge volume of snoke
i ssuing through the gaps in the lift doors.

Below all this, but by no neans above it all, Rex was beating upon the blank wall in a foolish and
futile manner.

"You m ght do sonmething,' he told Chico. "We're trapped in here.'

Har po, ' Chi co was perched on the jukebox sarco-phagus. Harpo was stroking Laura rabbit. Laura
rabbit | ooked anything but keen.

"It's really hot out there,' said Chico. '"W're far better rucked away in here for a couple of
hours. Rel ax.

"Rel ax?' Rex threw his arnms in the air. 'The bonb is quietly ticking away sonmewhere and we're
banged up here with that.' He pointed at the sarcophagus. 'W shouldn't be here, and that
certainly shouldn't be here.'

"Hey, you're right.' Harpo stopped stroking. 'You'd best burn it too. Were's your lighter?

"Now see here ...' Rex made fists, but having nothing feasible to do with them he unmade them
again. 'l was prepared to destroy priceless art treasures, but | draw the line at cremating the
body of ny closest friend. Especially in a roomw thout a chimey. Here, shift over.' Rex lifted
Har po,' Chico fromthe transparent panel and peered in at the defunct Presley. 'He doesn't |ook too
good, does he?
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Chico's head peeped over Rex's shoul der. 'How good do you think you'll |ook after a hundred years
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in a coffin?
Rex gave his head a thoughtful scratch. 'Not as good as this | shouldn't think.'
"Probably stuffed,' said Harpo. 'Bunny, don't scratch, or daddy will have to smack you.
"What did you say?
"l said I'll have to smack this naughty bunny.'
"No, not that, before.'

"l said, probably stuffed, with dollar bills nore than likely. Take that, bad bunny.' Harpo
clouted Laura rabbit across the ear.

Rex rubbed at the panel and | eaned nearer to gaze into the passive face of the King. 'He does | ook
a bit... odd, you know. It's funny, | really should feel sonething. He was the best friend | ever
had. But... nothing ... That's odd.'

And indeed it was odd, what with all that previous atnospheric stuff with Laura. But then

consi dering the constant shifts in enphasis, conplications, characters coning and goi ng, and
general slipshod incoherence of the entire affair, it was about par for the course, really. And
what ever happened to Barry?

"Let's have it open,' said Rex with unnerving sudden-ness.

"Ch no!' Chico was very sure about the 'oh no'. Harpo joined himin vigorous head shaki ng and
Laura took the opportunity to make a run for it. She was shaking her head al so.

"Yes.' Rex took Harpo,' Chico and sat himon the floor. 'W should have it open. | have a hunch.’

"l don't care whether you have a dub foot as well.' Chico waved frantically with his arm 'Don't
open it. The body will decay when the air hits it. There'll be terrible gerns. We'll catch
sonet hi ng chronic.'

"I magi ne the pong,' Harpo added.
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Rex made a passably tolerant face. 'You know all about the putrefaction of preserved corpses then?
Possibly you hold a Master's degree in the subject?

"No need to be sarcastic,' said Chico.
"Were's M Floppy Ears gone?' asked Har po.
"It's Ms Floppy Ears,' said his brother.
"It's my bunny and I'll say what sex it is.'
Rex sighed and shook his head.

Laura hid in a darkened corner twitching her dear little nose. Had she been able to speak, it is
doubt ful whether sufficient adjectives existed to express her opinion of the current turn of
events.

"1'mopening the box,' said Rex.

"It will end in tears.' Chico put on a snooty expression and attenpted w thout success to fold his
arm

"Where's ny little Floppy Wppy?' went Harpo.

"What do you think?" asked the barman of the Tomorrow man Tavern. '| saved that book.
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Cecil held the barman's glowing reviews up to the light. "I spy duplicity,' said he. 'l have
copi es of these very sane reviews in a scrapbook of my own. They differ in only one significant
respect. They bear ny name upon them and not yours.

"Rogue!' cried the barman, reaching for his knobkerry.
"Scoundrel!’ cried Cecil, drawing hinmself up to his full and inprobabl e height.

Rex struggled with the Iid of the sarcophagus. He nade all the appropriate groaning noises. There
were cl ose-ups of his gripping fingers, sweating brow, the coffinlid giving an inch or two and
then falling back, Harpo,' Chico's pained expressions, Laura's tw tching nose.

The Iid shifted and fell away with a resoundi ng whack
"Hol d your hooters,' Harpo advised.

Chico did so. Rex didn't.
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"Elvis,' he said. 'Do you know what you |look like to nme?
El vis had nothing to say on the matter

' Dead pony.'

Tony?' Chico asked.

Tony.' Rex tweaked the nose of the dead man, took a grip and gave a mighty pull. The skin cane
away in his fingers. A sheath of |atex rubber and nylon sideburns. Beneath the facade was a goodly
anount of shining netal, blinking |ights and conplicated circuitry.

'CGotcha,' said Rex Mundi
"I can't see fromdown here,' Chico craned his neck. "But | assune it's the bonb.'

"Yep.' Rex spread apart the gold | ane jacket, exposing further wondernments, nore burnished neta
and an intricate-1ooking keyboard.

' Cosh,' went Chico unconvincingly. 'l wasn't expecting that\

"Hm' Rex ran his fingers over the keys. 'Now all we have to do is crack the comnbination and
di sarmthe bonb.'

"That woul d be the | ogical thing. How nmuch tinme do we have?
Rex | ooked at his watch. "Do | still have ny watch on?' he asked. '| thought | lost it somewhere.
Chico shrugged. 'Search ne. Let's assune that you do.'

"CGood idea.' Rex |ooked at his watch. 'Nearly seven hours. Tinme to spare. Brilliant. Harpo, would
you care to check this keyboard out. You're the nunbers nan.'

"Why, thank you, Rex.' Harpo smled his sweetest of smles. '"I'd |ike my bunny back, though.’

"Wth pleasure.' Rex turned and scooped up Laura who was having a scratch at the wall. 'Shall |
mnd M Floppy Ears for you while you save the worl d?'

' Good idea.’
Rex lifted Harpo,' Chico into the open sarcophagus. 'Do your thing,' he told Harpo.
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"CK then.' Harpo flexed his fingers. 'Now, let's do this carefully. Assunming that there is a
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conbi nati on, what do we have? Well, all the letters of the al phabet for a start. Pity it's not
just nunbers. OK, if you were Elvis, Rex, what would you progranme into it?

Rex did sonme serious head scratching. 'My birthday, or perhaps the date of my death. This is
whacky stuff after all.’

' Too obvious.' Harpo shook his head.
"His nums, then,' Chico put in. "Wt do you think, munmy's boy?

Harpo ignored his brother. 'Could be his phone number, car licence plate, arny service nunber

"I was thinking that perhaps rather than guess it, you mght sinply use your X-ray vision.' Rex
made en-couragi ng w nks.

"Ah,' Harpo squinted. 'Apparently not,' he unsquinted.
"W're dooned, then,' said Rex. 'I shouldn't have expected anything el se.
"Never say die,' Harpo snmled cheerfully. 'Gve us a cuddl e of ny bunny.

Rex handed the struggling rabbit over. 'OF course we could just press keys at random trusting to
a power far greater than ourselves, a divine synchronicity, that would assure our salvation and
that of the world generally.'

"Ooh,' said Chico. 'Hands up for Rex's inspired plan anyone.'
No hands went up.
"Prat,' said Harpo.

"Now just you see here .

Harpo interrupted him 'Rex, use your head, please. If we just press burtons at random we shal
certainly die. This bonb has been placed here with the specific purpose of destroying Presley
Cty, your doppel ganger and the beastly big boy who pointed his gun at us. It is bound to have al
sorts of ingenious traps built intoit. I'lIl bet we only get one go at this.'
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"Hm ' went Rex Muindi

Hm ' went Rex Mundi agai n.

Wiy did you go hmmtw ce?" Chico asked.
"Sony, | thought they were going to cut to another scene there.'
"But they didn't, did they?

' Seens not .’

"Then we'd better get on with it, hadn't we?'

"Certainly.' Rex rubbed his hands together. 'Harpo, do sonething.'

‘"Me? You're the hero, you do sonmething. And try to nake it sonething thrilling, eh?

"All right. I will." Rex squared up to the keyboard. 'I'mgoing for this.' He reached forwards and
tapped out a series of figures.

"VWhat was it?' Harpo asked.

"Elvis's birthdate.'
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"Ch dead inspired. Bravo . . . ooooooh . . . ouch . . . blinmey . . . what's happening?

' Cbooooooooh ooooooooww . . . what's going on?' Rex gawped at the keyboard, he gawped at his
wri st-watch. The hands were racing around the face.

Hal fway up a stairway, Jonathan Crawford dropped his suitcase and clutched at his wist. 'Ch
horrors,' he groaned. 'Someone's touched the bl oody bonmb, tine's |eaping forwards. |'ve got no
nore lives left. Ch shit!

"Hm ' went Rex Muindi
"I think we've done that bit."

"This is another hmm al together. Look at nmy watch.' He held it before the twin faces. 'I seemto
have screwed up, just a little.' He smled foolishly. The two little faces glared up at him

" Seven hours!' shouted Har po.

' Seven soddi ng hours!' shouted Chico.
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Rex | aughed foolishly. 'Were does all the time go to these days?' he asked.

'Seven hours.' Harpo said it again and again. 'He pressed the wong conbination and | ost us seven
hours, just like that.'

"Wll, you did say do sonething thrilling.'

' Seven hours,' whispered Chico.

"Ch don't keep on. Anyone can nake a m stake. How nmuch tine do we have |eft?
Chico peeped at Rex's watch. 'Precisely one mnute,' he said in a | eaden tone.
"Hm ' went Rex Mundi. 'That |ong, eh?

Ti me.

What can you say about tine, huh?

It's always a great healer, | guess. And it can be your bestest buddy or your worstest wonan. Sone
say it's the father of truth, that it waits for no nan, devours all things, tanes the strongest
force, breaks youth and undermni nes us all

The way | see it, tine is the continuous passage of existence, in which events pass froma state
of potentiality in the future, through the present, to a state of finality in the past. But that's
me all over, sharp as the day is long. | guess a physicist would tell you that time is a quantity
measuring duration, usually with reference to a periodic process, such as the rotation of the
earth, or say, the vibration of electronmagnetic radiation enmitted fromcer-tain atons. Then he'd
like as not go on to tell you that in classical mechanics, tine is absolute, in the sense that the
time of an event is independent of the observer. Because, according to the theory of relativity,

it all depends on the observer's frame of reference. So time is considered as the fourth co-
ordinate, required, along with three spatial co-ordinates, to specify an event. O at least fly
when you' re having a good tine.

Yeah, there's a whole |lot you can say about tine. |f
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you have the tinme, that is. Wiich | don't at present. Because |'m here on business, and in ny
busi ness, time is noney.

From where | was standing alone on this roof-top, silhouetted dranmatically against the full npon,
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| could see the greater part of A City in Terror* Flanes were rising like dd dory at a

wi tchfinder's weenie roast. There was a chill wind blowing fromthe east and it was bringing me
the sounds of running footsteps. So I hiked up the collar of ny trenchcoat, hiked down the snappy
brimof ny snap-brined fedora and hi ked off into the shadows nil desperandum per vas nefandum
as the French say.

A short sputum hawk away a Caddy air-car hugged the roof-top with nore splayed bl ack rubber than a
bondage queen's laundry list. On the polished hood that old devil nmoon cocked a Cycl opean at the
raci ng heavens. And nmirrored in the polished chrone of the bul bous bunperwork, was the inage of a
smal |l running figure, all swells and distorts. Atnospheric stuff. We're talking a pretty cl assy
finish here.

The kid threw open the driver's door and threw hinself into the driver's seat. | counted slowy to
three. Because | knew what was com ng next.

"Shit shit shit shit shit.' The door flew open again and the kid cane flying out.

"You sound like shit, kid. Looking for these? | held out his car keys. Just the one hand, see,
stark and white in nmoonlight, coming out of the shadows. | gave the keys a little jiggle jiggle.
They sparkl ed better than Crawford' s conversation

"Shit!' The kid had a big sweat on which didn't go too well with his suit. His nmean little nouth
twitched and his beady little eyes bulged in their beady little sockets. He fingered his shirt
collar and | ooked ki nda edgy. 'G ve

*A Lazl o Whodbine thriller (although not one of his best).
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me those keys, you bloody bastard,' he said with hardly the hint of a social grace.

I flipped his keys back into nmy pocket and showed himthe nuzzle of the trusty Smith and Well-1-
never-did. 'Stick "emup,' | told him

"Stick "emup? Stick 'emup? Have you gone stark raving mad?7 He canme on like St Virus with
Sat urday N ght Fever. 'Look at your watch. Look at the tine. Soneone's tanpered with the bonb.
There's less than a minute left. There's no nore tinme left. No nore tine!'

"Time?' said |I. 'What can you say about tinme, huh? It's a great healer, | guess. And it can be
your bestest friend or your worstest. '

"Shut up!' The kid was getting real foany about the jaws. 'Gve nme the keys. | have to | eave now.
No nore time. No nore lives.'

"Kid," said |l with nore perlocution than a pox doctor's zany on a five-day furlough. 'You got tine
to listen to nme. This is Lazl o Wodbine you're soiling your under-linen to. Lazlo Wodbine, the
greatest private eye that ever trod those nmean streets al ong which a man nust go. Now | don't know
what happened to all the gratuitous sex and violence and the trail of corpses that traditionally
perneate the peerless prose of my prepossessing pub-lications, perhaps it's a nore caring nineties
kind of an inage, | don't know. But there's two things | do know Firstly, |I'mhere. And secondly
you're here. That's firstly, this is the end of the book. And secondly, this is the final roof-top
showdown. CGet the picture?

"Have you quite finished?" Johnny boy was running on the spot. But frankly |I'd seen better |eg-

work on a fol daway beach | ounger. 'Have you finished you . . . you
"Finished? Kid, we've hardly started. Now, |'m gonna read you your rights and you can take it from
there. You may feel like trying to make a break for it. That's OK | can put a couple of slugs in

your leg. O you might fee
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up to westling the gun fromne, in which case we can tunbl e about on the edge of the roof-top
until it's tinme for you to plunge over the edge. |'m easy.
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"Listen," Crawford cane a-creeping in ny direction, 'l can get you out of all this. You won't have
to come back here and ever get involved in it again. I'll fix it so Dee and Kelley steal the hoard
next tinme two hundred years before you' re even born. You can go back to being a regul ar

detective.'

| raised an eyebrow of adnoni shment. 'A what?'

"A great detective, | nean.'

| raised the fornmer eyebrow s suave conpani on. 'Wat ?'
"The great detective. Conme on. Hurry. Wat do you say?

"l say. Jonathan Al berich Carver Doone Bl uebeard Foghorn Lecter Caude Frollo Crawford, | arrest
you for the nurder of your dear little white-haired old father...'

"What ?* The kid | ooked |ike he'd ordered Chateau Rothschild and had been served a tinme-share
apartnment in Benidorm 'You can't—

"I quit the Presley Hoard Case kid. No future init for me. I went back to ny office and what did

I find on ny desk?' | displayed a paper. 'Warrant for your arrest. Dead or alive, naturally. It
says here that five days ago you pushed said dear little white-haired old father into the Big

Fl ywheel which powers this planet through space [As explained fully in They Came And Ate Us and

far too conplicated to go into again here]. The body of the previously nmentioned dear little white-
haired old father caused irreparable damage to the Big Flywheel resulting in a continuous |oop
whereby you go through the five days leading up to the Big Bang agai n and agai n and agai n.

Al t hough there seens to be sonme technical details about lives getting lost which | can't get to
grips with. But never the less. You' re here, I'"'mhere, and that's about the strength of it. Shall
we tango?'
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"This is ridiculous. There's only seconds left.'
' Seconds? Sure, check your watch.'

He checked his watch. '"It's stopped,' said he, shaking it furiously.

"No it's not. Just slowed down a bit. |I always get extended seconds in ny roof-top showdown scene.
It's witten into my contract. So there's tine for all the necessary exposition to tie up all the
| oose ends satis-factorily. | always think that's so inmportant, don't you? Twenty seconds can be

strung out to include the crinmnal's confession, an unexpected surprise or two, a nail-biting barn-
storner of a punch-up. And of course the inevitable doom plunge. That would be your doom pl unge,
of course.'

Crawford bit his lip. "Gve nme ny car keys, please,' he said.
"Sure kid.' | tossed himthe keys. 'Mwve one inch and | shoot you dead.'
"All right, all right. You want a confession, yes?

I nodded ny head. | do it just the once and | do it real subtle. Nothing fancy. | never go over
the t