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ASIFYOU HADN'T GUESSED

Wearenot being told dl of the truth.

Therearetruths. And there are Truths. And then thereare

ULTIMATE TRUTHS.

Allow meto explain.

If you have ever attempted, in the spirit of scientific discovery, to glue arectangular map of the world
onto asphere of the same scale, you will soon have redlized that it cannot be done. Thereissmply too
much map.

Now, why should thisbe?

Well, the greybeards of The Royal Geographic will spin you alot of jargon about ‘ orthomorphic
map representations and ‘ paralels and meridians and ‘ scale being exaggerated in increasing proportion
to the lessening proximity with the equator’.

But then, they would say that, wouldn't they?

That would be what they cdl atruth.

Butit'snot a Truth. Andit’scertainly not an

ULTIMATE TRUTH.

The Truth of the matter isthat the map can be madeto fit. All you haveto do isincrease the size of
your sphere by onethird.

The ULTIMATE TRUTH is, that the entire planet isredly agreat ded larger than we have been led
to believe. And aconsiderable amount of it still remains uncharted.

At least by the human population, thet il

Allow meto explain.

Thereexigts, right here, in our very midgt, arace of evil beingsthat secretly manipulate mankind.
They plunder itswedlth, screw up its progress and nick its Biros. In short, they control the world aswe
know it.

Thisdark, maignant and atogether bad-assed bunch have, throughout history, infiltrated every level
of our society. They lurk, unseen, unsuspected and seemingly unstoppable. Growing ever in number, bent
upon the ultimate downfal of the human race and ruled over by amercilesstyrant, known to hisminions
as the Hidden King of the World, and his gofer, Arthur Kobold.

Their pest holes are everywhere; hundreds across London aone. Each stacked high with a
boundlessfortune in stolen booty. But you won't find the locations on any atlas or street directory. They
arewd | concedled.

Because these vile beingsinhabit al those bits and pieces you had to snip off your rectangular map
of the world to makeit fit onto the sphere.

They inhabit the FORBIDDEN ZONES.

And that isan ULTIMATE TRUTH!

The discoverer of thisULTIMATE TRUTH, and of many more besides, was amost remarkable
man. His name was Hugo Artemis Solon Saturnicus Reginald Arthur Rune,

He was amystic, magus and master of the arts magickal. Poet, painter and prophet. Guru to gurus
and best-dressed man, of 1933.

Hardly anyone remembers him today.

When at the height of his celebrity, between the wars, Rune was lionized by high society and held the
ear of princes and popes. He could be found dancing the night away with Greta Garbo. Fly-fishing with
Franklin Delano Roosevdt. Sharing ajoke with Haile Selasse, or leading the congaline at a Buck House
garden party.

But for dl this, Rune was ever aman withamission.

Having discovered the existence of the FOR-BIDDEN ZONES, he st out to enter them, to expose
the truth about the beings that dwell within, to liberate the plundered wed th of ages, to free mankind from
its secret oppressor and would-be destroyer, and to raise upon high his banner of



ULTIMATE TRUTH.

But he did not succeed.

Although, with theaid of his acolyte Rizla, acompass and atape measure, Rune plotted the location
of every FORBIDDEN ZONE in London; and even formulated ameans of breaking into them by
playing certain ‘restricted’ notes on areinvented ocarina, he did not succeed.

On adark and stormy night some eighteen years ago, Rune and Rizla set forth upon aheroic
mission. Fearlesdy they penetrated to the very heart of the FORBIDDEN ZONES, there to beard the
evil lionin hisden. To confront The Hidden King of the World.

Exactly what happened on that fateful night may never be known. Rizla escaped, a broken man.
Hugo Rune was never seen again.



INTRODUCTION

Corndius Murphy isthe Stuff of Epics.

Heis seventeen years of age, atall boy with big hair, aquick wit and an astonishing sense of smell.
Heisdso theillegitimate son of Hugo Rune.

Corndius hasjust returned from an epic adventure. He was employed by acertain Mr Arthur
Kobold, to seek out certain missing chapters from a certain missing book.

The Book of Ultimate Truths. Penned by a certain Hugo Rune.

During the course of his epic adventure, Cornelius, accompanied by his best friend Tuppe (whois
a0 the Suff of Epics, athough to asomewhat lesser degree), and travelling in asuitably epic nineteen
-fifties Cadillac Eldorado, discovered histrue parentage.

He aso learned of the existence of the Forbidden Zones and that Runeis il dlive and kicking, held
captiveingde one of the Zones by the stinkersthat dwell within.

Being an epic adventureit was naturaly fraught with peril and Corndlius found himsdlf risking life and
limb on numerous occasions. As might well be imagined, the Hidden King of the World, deter-mined to
destroy any threat to the security of his secret kingdoms, was prepared to go to any length to prevent the
tall boy passing on what he had learned.

Aswadll as being fraught with peril, the epic adventure was not without complications. Therewasa
Scotsman, the Campbell, who was not redlly a Scotsman at dl, but amalevolent chimera. Part man, part
something-else-entirely. And therewas atrain, THE TRAIN OF TRISMEGISTUS, which wasn't redly
atrain at dl, but a Satanic-style agency of despatch, unleashed by The Hidden King of the World.

Cornelius did not return from his epic adventure atogether unscathed. Helost agood dedl of hishig
hair in alife-and-death struggle with the Campbell. Had his Cadillac Eldorado mashed to pieces by fdling
masonry. And was tricked out of Rune’s missing chapters by Mr Arthur Kobold, writer of dud cheques,
eater of cake and evil cat’ s-paw of The Hidden King.

But if you are the Stuff of Epics, then you just have to take this sort of thing in your stride. And if,
like Corndlius, you find yoursdlf a theend of it dl in possession of Rune' s annotated A-Z and the plans
for hisreinvented ocarina, then the way ahead isclear.

Y ou must enter the Forbidden Zones.

Y ou mugt free your father.

Y ou must wage war upon the Hidden King of the World and expose the truth about the evil beings
who secretly control mankind.

Y ou must become awarrior in the cause of

ULTIMATE TRUTH.

And if you happen to come across any of that boundless wealth stored up inside the Forbidden
Zonesdong theway..

Wéll, that wouldn't go amisseither.
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There are exactly twenty-three redlly wonderful thingsin thisworld, and to bein theright place at the
right timeis one of them.

Happily this still leaves twenty-two othersfor the rest of usto share. And amongst theseisRock ‘n’
Rall.

Now Rock ‘n’ Roll may not beto everyone staste. Some speak highly of Classicd Music. In fact,
some speak highly of Classical Music and say thingslike, * Of course, Classica Music wasthe Rock ‘'
Roail of itsday.” Whichisfrankly aload of old tucket. Classcal Music wasthe Classicd Music of itsday.
Bawdy baladswerethe boogie. Let me make the ballads and who will may make the laws, wrote
Andrew Fletcher in 1703. And two hundred and fifty yearslater Jerry Lee Lewiswould drink to that.

And so today would Mickey Minns. Not that Mickey needed too much of an excuseto up-end a
pint pot. Mickey was an old rocker and the downing of large quantities of beer, went, asthey say, with
the territory. He' d once jammed with Jeff Beck at The Marquee and had Mickey been in theright place
a theright time he would have played bass on ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’. But he wasn't, so he did not.
Minns had been draped across a saloon bar counter during the recording of that particular Rock Anthem.
And he was currently draped across one now. Different counter, different decade, but the song remains
the same.

Back in the Sixtieshe' d had afull head of hair and atwenty-eight-inch waist and he’d owned a
guitar shop. He gtill owned aguitar shop. It was Situated just off the high street and called Minn'sMusic
Mine. Mickey had considered changing the name on many occasions over the years. But the way he saw
it, fashions come and fashions go, yet the British till love ashop with astupid name. And hiswas dightly
less stupid than mogt.

The part-time barman called last ordersfor the lunch-time session and Mickey raised his head from
the counter to order another. He didn’t have to rush back. Not now he’ d got the new assistant and
everything.

The new assstant’ s name was Anna Gotting and she was arare beauty. Blond of hair. Blue of eye.
Independent of spirit. Seventeen years of age and five foot eight of height. Vdid arguments againgt the
incluson of such abeinginthelist of the twenty-three redly wonderful things have yet to be heard.
Mickey Minns, for one, could find none against employing her. He considered Annaided for the
position. Ided indeed for any number of positions, severa of which sprang immediately to hislecherous
mind. After dl, it was just remotely possible that the teenage Siren might harbour a secret passon for
balding old musos with beer bellies and bad bresth. Wdll, amost anything was possible. AImost.

But the tank top of stupidity did not hang in the crowded wardrobe of Mickey’sfailings. Hehad a
teenage daughter of hisown. And he had abusinessto run. In Anna, he saw avauable asset. She'd only
been with him amonth and the weekly takings had aready doubled. Never had so many guitarless young
men purchased so many plectrums.

Mickey sghed inwardly, belched outwardly and stumbled away to the Gentswhistling ‘Beck's
Bolero'.

He was blissfully unaware that this parting pee and that postscript pint were about to cost him very
dearly indeed.

Because a Minn’'sMusic Mine, thefirgt link in afantastic chain of events was about to be forged. A
chain which would lead from the mundane to the miraculous. From the humdrum to the phan-tasmagoric.
From taedium vitae to terraincognita. From the crambe repitita ... and so on and so forth. The way
some of them do. And it would al begin with the tundlessting of Mickey’' s old shop doorbdll.

Now it must be stated fairly and squarely, that Minn's Music Mine was a proper guitar shop. A
guitar shop in the grand tradition. The genuine article. If asked to describeitsalf to some young and
impressionable customer-to-be and suddenly finding itsalf with the wish and the ability to do so, it might
well have said something like this. In arich American accent, no doubt.

‘Hi there. My name sMinn’'sMusic Mine and I’'m a guitar shop. Like meto show you around?



Don’t be shy. Step right up.

‘OK. Sothisismy door. Note the stedl cage bolted acrossit. And the signs. See these Signs?

“ Solen guitar? No thanks!” and “ Shoplifting is theft! We always pros-ecute!” and “ Beware guard
dog! Got the ballsto break in? You won’t have ‘em when you break out!” Seeal those exclamation
marks? | am a security-conscious establishment!

‘Now. Let'sstep inside. Mind the step there. OK. Allow meto draw your attention to the carpet.
Note the cunning arabesques woven into its qudity fabric. These are musica notes. A carpet not
dissmilar to this once festured on Sx Five Special. You never heard of Sx Five Special? Y ou weren't
even born? No, | guess not. Never mind.

‘And you can’t see any musica notes anyway? They' re there. Under dl the stains and the cigarette,
burns and stuff They' rethere! I'mtelling you. Now see here, these, to your right. Amplifiers. And
speakers. Lots of speakers. Thetall onesare WEM Vendettas. Y ou' ve never heard of WEM
Vendettas? Y eah, well, they’re quite old. They’ re on specia offer. Have been for some years.

‘But these are new. See these? Japanese guitars. Y ou get the whole works for less than £100. Axe,
strap, lead, plectrum, amp, speaker, play-in-a-day hand-book. The whole works. Bottom of the range,
these guys. We sdll plenty. They're crap asit happens.

‘What?Y our mate has one? He saysit’s“ ex-cdlent”? Fair enough.

‘OK. Now, careful where you stand, or you might step in asaucerful of cigarette butts. You'll see
quite alot of thosein here. All the saucersare, you will note, full. And lying al around and about
amongst them, see these? Coffee mugs. And in them. Precisaly one quarter of aninch of congealed black
gunk. No more, no less. That’ sthe way we do business.

‘Why?Why what? Why al the full ashtrays and the coffee mugs with exactly one quarter of aninch
of congedled black gunk? Why? Y ou'’ re asking me why? Well, that’ swhat you have in guitar shops.
That'swhy. It satradition, or an old charter. Or something.

‘L ook, forget about the ashtrays. Come and see these. Here. All over thiswall. Polaroid photos.
Rock stars. Rock stars past and present. Mostly past, | guess. But they’ve dl been in here. Y ou can see
my owner, Mr Minns, in many of them too. There' s one of him with Charlie Watts. He bought a practice
pad in here once. Watts. Charlie Watts. Y ou never heard of Charlie Watts?

‘Never mind. Now. Guitars. Do we have guitars. The racks here. These are your “ Spanish
beginners’. Boxwood. Narrow necks, so kids can get their little fingers around them. And the rack up on
thewall. Y our £200-plus acoustics. Up out of the way where the bloody kids can't get their fingers
around them. And right up there. Top of theworld, Ma, aswe say, isan origind Les Paul Sunburst. The
pride of my owner’s collection. He' d never sl it, of course. Check out the patina. And the frets. See
these frets? Tasmanian porcupine quill. And the inlay on the linger-boards. Mother-of-pearl. Y ou can
amogt tastethe sustain. A LesPaul original. LesPaul. Les Paul? You're standing in aguitar shop and
you have the gdll to ask who is Les Paul? For Chrisakes, fella, | can put up with so much and then no
more! You haveacrack at my carpet! Y ou snub my saucers! Y ou poo-poo my polaroids!

‘But Les Paul! What the hell did you comein here for anyway?

‘The Who? There sapolaroid over there of Mr Minns being beaten up by Keith Moon. Not that
Who. What who then?

‘Oh. | see. The who with the blue eyes and the blond hair. The Gandhi’ s Hairdryer World Tour
93 T-shirt and the tight blue jeans. The who Stting on the stool playing the Stratocagter.

That who. Ah yeah. That who.’

‘That who' was practisng her guitar licks. If you' re going to work in aguitar shop, you must know
your licks. And your riffs, of course. Y our licks and your riffs. If you can't wield your axe and blast out a
passable ‘ Stairway to Heaven' or ‘ Sunshine of your Love', then forget it. Take the checkout job at
Tesco's,

Anna slickswere greetly admired localy. Aswere her riffs.

And o, on this particular day, the lunch-time guitar fanciers having purchased ther plectrumsand
drifted back to their checkouts at Tesco’'s, Anna had the shop dl to herself. So she cranked up the



volumeand let riff.

She knew full well that she wasn't cut out for alifetime of shop work. She was destined for greater
things. Although exactly what these greater things were, she did not know. But there was plenty of time
yet to find out. And during this period she redlly loved playing the expensive guitars that no-one was ever
likely to buy.

Shedidn’t hear the tunelessting of the old shop doorbell asit tolled the knell of her passing interest
and it was some moments before she redlized that she had an appreciative audience.

Before her stood a brace of young men. They had evidently arrived together. But there dl smilarity
between them ended. One wastall. Very tdl. The other was quite the opposite. Thetall oneworea
black shirt, buttoned at the neck. A light, pale cotton jacket with long lapdls, drooping padded shoulders
and one-button-low. Black trousers of the peg persuasion. Canvas loafers. No socks. The entire
ensemble had that ‘lived-in' look about it.

At the high head end there were points of interest.

A fine aguiline nose. A noble brow in the making.

A mouth made for smiling. Gentle eyes. The head was swathed in bandages and topped off by acap
with the words Ultimate Warrior printed on the front.

The short one, and he was a very short one, scarcely reaching the knee of his companion, sported
Mother-care dungarees, atartan shirt and red jellies. He had the face of acherub.

Annaswitched off the expengve guitar, unplugged it and set it carefully aside. Then she climbed
down from her stool, tucked the rear of her T-shirt into the twenty-three-inch wai stband of her jeans,
stroked back her hair and pounced.

She plucked up the fellow in the dungarees and cradled him in her arms. *Watchamate, Tuppe,” she
laughed, lowering her cheek for akiss.

‘Grest licks, Anna’ The smal one applied hislipsto the dlocated beauty spot.

‘* And watchamate, Cornelius’

Thetal boy sood and he sniffed.

‘| bet you can't get it.” Annagrinned wickedly.

‘I bet you | can.” Corndliustook another sniff ‘Chanel,” said he.

‘But which one? -One more small sniff and one big smile. * Chand No. 19

‘Correct, asever.” Annacarefully set down the Tuppe, then fell upon the lowered neck of Cornelius
Murphy and kissed it. It was the kiss of an old friend. Corndius kissed her hair. It smelled wonderful. He
could easly have identified the shampoo. But he did not. He closed his eyes and savoured the subtle
fragrances which composed the olfactory identikit that was Anna Gotting. It was al quite wonderful.

‘So where have you been? Annastepped back and glanced him up and down. ‘1 haven't seen you
snce we left school amonth back.’

‘We' ve been working,” Tuppe said. ‘But it didn’t work out,” he added.

‘So what are you doing here? Starting aband? I’ m getting the hang of lead guitar, if you are’

‘We'd liketo buy an ocarina,” said Tuppe brightly.

‘A what?

‘Anocarina’ Cornelius mimed the playing of one. ‘It's an egg-shaped wind instrument with a
protruding mouthpiece and six to eight finger holes. It produces an dmost pure tone. Do you have onein
stock by any chance?

Annaeyed thetdl boy. ‘What happened to your head?

Corndius gingerly fingered his cap. ‘ Car accident,” he suggested.

‘Oh. I'm sorry.

‘ About the ocarina? Tuppe grinned up.

Annasmiled down. ‘| think I’ ve seen one some-where. Do you want meto look for it this minute?

‘Please” Tuppe nodded vigoroudly. ‘It' s quite urgent.”

Annashrugged. ‘OK. Y ou can play the guitarsif you want. But don’t touch the Sunburgt. It'san
origind.

And with that said she siwept away to the storeroom, laying down atrail of Chanel No. 19 that



Corndlius could have followed with his nose bandaged.

Tuppe gazed wistfully around the shop and sighed. | wish | could play the guitar.’

“You could learn.” Cornelius strapped on the Stratocaster and did Pete Townsend windmillswith his
right arm. Then he stooped hagtily to pick up the rack of sheet music he' d overturned. ‘Why don’t you
takelessons?

‘| couldn’t reach the fretboard. My arms are too short.’

Corndiusdid not apologize for his thoughtless remark. And Tuppe did not expect himto. They
‘were best friends. Each saw the other asan equd. The glaring differencein their heights did not enter
intoit.

‘Isthisan ocarina? Annareturned with an item resembling atiny bullet-pocked mahogany
sub-marine.

‘That’ sthefdlow,” chorused her customers. Annaturned the instrument between her delicate fingers
and perused the faded price tag. ‘£5.18s.6d. Isthat afair price for an ocarina?

‘The price of athing bearsno relationship toitsvalue,’ said Tuppewisdly.

‘That depends whether you' re buying or selling,” replied Anna, wiser yet.

Corndius shuffled hisloafers. ‘Weweren't actudly thinking of buying it

“Y ou mean you just want to have ablow or something?

‘Wdl no.” Cornelius chewed hislip. ‘Wewere hoping to stedl it.’

‘Why?

‘Because we don’t have any money.” Tuppe pulled out his pockets. * We re stony broke.’

S0 you want to nick this?’

‘1 don’'t want to.” Corndius held down his cap and shook his head. * Dishonesty does not dine a my
table asarule. But the present circumstances are somewhat exceptiona. Might | perhaps borrow the
ocarina?

‘| could ask Mickey, but | don't think he' d be keen. What do you want to do with it? Busk?

‘| want to drill holesinit.” Corndiussmiled painfully.

‘Thenforget it. Listen, are you two on something or what?

‘Certainly not.’

“Then why do you want to drill holesin an ocarina?

Corneliuslooked a Tuppe. And Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

‘Tel her,” said Tuppe.

‘I can't,’ said Corndlius.

*Of course you can. If we succeed in thisthing, everybody in the world is going to know about it
anyway.

‘Everybody in theworld? Annalooked from the one to the other of them.

‘All right.” Corndlius smiled alittleless painfully. But not much. ‘Y ou see’ hebegan, ‘ Tuppeand |
have just returned from an epic journey. And during the course of it we learned agreat and terrible
secret. A secret which we have sworn to reved to theworld.’

‘Ohyes? Annaput her handsin her back pockets (Bette Davis style).

‘Oh yes. Welearned that al across London there are Forbidden Zones. They are cunningly
concealed and only avery few people know of their existence. Inside these Zones exists another order of
being’

Tuppe whigtled the theme from The Twilight Zone. ‘ Another order of being? Anna spokethe
wordsin atonelesstone.

‘ Another order of being, yes. A secret civilization. And it has apparently been orchestrating the
progress of mankind for centuries.”

‘Screwing it up,” Tuppe added.

‘1 s.e” Annaturned up her eyes. Bumblies hung from the celling. She’ d never noticed them before.

They were congtructed from the rolled-up foil of Woodbine packets, circa 1965. ‘Go on,” she said.

Corneliuswent on. ‘We aso learned that it is possible to enter the Zones by playing certain noteson
an ocarina. Notes which cannot normally be played. Y ou haveto drill new holes. | havethe plan herein



my pocket, on amap. We plan to drill the holes, enter the Zones—'

‘And grab the booty,” Tuppe put in.

“What booty? A note of interest entered Anna svoice.

‘Riches.” Corndius made expansive gestures. Then he stooped once moreto clear up the sheet
music. ‘Untold riches. The stones from engagement rings. Missing art treasures—’

‘Biros,’ Tuppeputin.

‘Biros, umbrellas, odd socks, yellow-handled screwdrivers, supermarket trolleys, dl the stuff that
unaccountably goesmissing. We Il only be going in for the untold richesto start off with.’

Annastudied the ocarinaand then the face of Corndlius Murphy. * And you redlly expect meto
believethis?

‘No. Not at al. | only want the ocarina. Y ou asked mewhy and | told you. I'd prefer it if you didn't
believeasingleword. | wouldn't, if | wasin your place’

“You redly are on something.” Anna prepared to return the ocarina to the spot it had occupied for
the last twenty-three years.

‘No wait,” Tuppe blurted Out. ‘ His dad’ s trapped in one of the Zones. They captured him.’

‘“Now | know you'relying. | saw Jack Murphy going into the bank this morning.’

‘He snot my red dad.” Corndius sighed. Explain-ing the unexplainableisdwaysaproblem. ‘My
red dad isagreat magus caled Hugo Rune’

‘And mineisElvisPredey. Solong, guys’

Corndiusfluttered hisfingers. ‘ Could | just ook at the ocaring, before you put it away?

Annahugged it to her bosom. *What will you doif | giveit to you?

“Well, | thought | would say something like, “Can takeit outside to see the colour in the daylight?’
then just sort of run off withit.

‘Sound plan,” said Tuppe.

‘| can't let you do that. I'd lose my job if Mickey found out.’

‘| supposeyou'reright.” Corndius rammed hisfluttering fingersinto histrouser pockets. ‘| wouldn’'t
want that. We Il go esewhere. Ligten, it wasreally nice to bump into you again, Anna. And smell your
perfume. If Tuppeand | survivein one piece, rescue the daddy, return with the riches, best the blighters
in the Forbidden Zones and reved them to the world, then I’ d like you to bear my children. Bye for now
then.

‘And be lucky,” Tuppe added.

Annawatched the odd couple turn and make for the door. She'd known Corndiusfor five years.
He asafriend. Eccentric perhaps, weird even, certainly not like the rest. But he was honest. And hewas
redly quite handsome. Although Annadid harbour a secret passion for ageing musos with baldy heads,
beer bellies and bad bresth. Well, anything was possible. Almost. But the tall boy’ s story was clearly
ludicrous. Aninsult to her intelligence.

Annaglanced around theinterior of Minn’'sMusic Mine, seeingit dl asif for thefirst time. Whichis
sometimes the way when you see something for the last time. Or even, when you discover yourself to be
intheright place at the right time.

‘Perhaps, she said, asthetall boy reached the door, ‘you' d like to take this outside. To seethe
colour inthe daylight.’

Corndiusturned back. And he smiled amaost winning amile.

‘Perhapsyou’' d liketo seeit too,” he suggested.
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Mr Thompkin, who ran Thompkin’'s Toolsin the high street, was a canny fellow. But not quite canny
enough. If he hadn’t found himsalf suddenly prey to erotic fantasies, he would never have let the
beauti-ful seventeen-year-old girl in the Gandhi’ s Hairdryer World Tour 93 T-shirt take one of hisnice
new electric drills outside, to see the colour in the day-light.

When she hadn’t returned after fifteen minutes, he dutifully, if somewhet regretfully, telephoned the
police.

The linewas engaged. A Mr Michad Minnswas onit. Apparently, he had returned from alate
business lunch with Japanese clients, to discover that his assstant had, like the Elvis of old, Ieft the
building. But thistime leaving the door unlocked. He was calling to report the loss of twenty-three
expendve guitars. Including an origina Les Paul Sunburg, valued a around five thousand pounds.

‘There’sno point in just claming for an old ocarina,’ hiswife had told him. * Go the whole hog, do it
inone, and we'll sdll up the shop and move to Benidorm.’

AsMickey was far too pissed to argue, he had agreed. He wrapped the precious guitar in an old
kaftan and hid it in the wardrobe. ‘Isthismy tank top in here? he asked.

Anna, Tuppe and Corndius Murphy sat on abench in the park. They were sharing the large
chocolate cake that Master Bradshaw, the baker’ s son, had actually allowed Tuppe to take outside to
see the colour in the daylight.

‘| fed’, said Tuppe between munchings, ‘that the “ seeit in the daylight” ploy might be subject to the
law of diminishing returns. | only outran young Bradshaw by the skin of my teeth.’

Corndius dusted chocolate crumbs from hislap. ‘I don’t think we re redly cut out for alife of
brig-andage. We must remember to pay everyone back as soon aswe're able.’

‘' So where do we go from here? Annalicked her fingers.

‘Back to my house,’ Corndiustold her. ‘“Well haveto wak I’'m afraid. | had acar, but it got—'

‘Dumped on,” said Tuppe. ‘ From agreat height. A crying shame so it was!’

‘Weweretricked, Corndiusexplained. ‘By avillain caled Arthur Kobold. He employed meto find
the missing chapters from agreat book. Tuppe and | were dmost killed doing so. Comeon, let’sgo. I'll
tell you everything that happened on the way.

Annashrugged. ‘I'm ill not certain | should believe anything you' vetold me so far’

‘It sdl true.” Corndlius stood and stretched.

‘Itis’ Tuppe agreed. ‘ There' sno plug on that drill, by theway.’

‘Stuff the plug,” said Anna. ‘ Tell me again about the booty.’

‘Tell me again about the booty.” These words, dthough spoken at exactly the same moment, came
from another mouth dtogether.

Coincidence? Synchronicity? The chromium-plated megaphone of destiny? The spesker of the
words didn’t know. Neither did he care. All he knew about and al he cared about, above and beyond
everything, including the call of duty, absolutely everything, was the science of deduction. The art of
detection.

And why should it be otherwise?

For this man was a detective. And not just any old detective. This man was the detective.

Thiswas he of the Harris Tweed three-piece whistle.

He of the abino crop and the ivory ear-ring.

He of the mirrored pince-nez, the black malacca cane and the heavy pigskin vaise.

He of the occasiond affectation.

Thiswas the man, the legend and the detective.

Inspectre Hovis of Scotland Yard. (Who?)

The man, the legend and the detective straddled a single regulation police-issue chair and carefully
re-phrased his question.



‘The booty,” he boomed in adeep baronial bari-tone. The voice of one whose socid classis
scheduled to befirst up againgt the wall cometherevolution. ‘ Tell me about it.’

Terence Arthur Mulligan, known regularly as‘the accused’, made a surly face at the great detective.
‘I'vetoldyou dl | know,” he muttered in fluent working class.

‘Thentdl meagan.’

‘Look,” Terence gripped the edge of the regulation police-issueinterview table, ‘1 was driving me
cab, right? And I'd just dropped off mefare, right? Old bloke, white hair, looked like Bertrand Russell.’

‘Bertrand Russell.” Hovis breathed on to the silver pomme of his cane and buffed it with a
mono-grammed handkerchief.

‘Bertrand Russdll, ‘ cept it weren't him, because he' sdead. Though | did have him in the back of me
cab once. D’you know what | asked him?

‘ About the booty.” Hovis examined hisreflection in his cane' s gleaming pommel. It wasimmeaculate.
Asever.

‘Nah, it weren't about that. 1. asked him—' But the flow of Mulligan’s discourse was unexpectedly
staunched by the sudden introduction of a polished silver pommel into his gob.

‘Thediamonds.’ Ingpectre Hovisrattled Mulligan’ s teeth, withdrew the cane and cracked it down
ontheinterview table. ‘ Tell me about the bally diamonds and tell me now.

‘Just you see here...” Mulligan fdl back, flapping and spluttering.

‘No.” Hovisrose to loom above him. ‘ Just you see here. Y ou were pulled in for exceeding the
speed limit. When asked to turn out your pockets, what should the arresting officer find but averitable
king' sransom in diamonds. Now, | am going to ask you just one time more. Where did you get them?

‘1 found them. | was having afag, right? Sitting in me cab and then there was abloody big explosion
and thisdirty great sort of train thing came steaming out of this hoarding. Lights flashing and stuff. And it
flew by, right? And then | saw the diamonds. They werelying al over the road. So | scooped them up
and | was just driving to the nearest police station to hand them in, when two of your blokes stopped me,
right?

‘Wrong,” said Inspectre Hovis.

‘It' sthetruth,” pleaded Mulligan. * Except for the last bit. | wasn't realy taking them to the nearest
police gation.’

‘No,” said Hovis. ‘1 thought not.’

‘No,” said Mulligan. ‘| was going to distribute them amongst the poor and needy.’

Hovisraised his cane to smite Mr Mulligan, but thought better of it. There was aways the chance
that the video camera, supposedly recording the interview, might actudly be switched on. * Tell me some
more about thistrain,” he said wearily.

‘1 only saw it for amoment. It was like aghost train or something. It made this sound...

The great detective lifted aquizzica eyebrow.

‘Y abbadabbado,” said Terence Arthur Mulligan. ‘Where did you stedl those diamonds?

‘1 didn’'t steal them!” Mulligan drummed hisfigts on the table. *How many moretimes? | found
them.

They werelying al over theroad. Just like | told your blokes’

“Y et when they drove you back to the scene of this outré occurrence, they could find no broken
hoarding. No evidence of any train.’

‘1 can't explain that.” Mulligan dumped in hischair. ‘But | didn’t steal them. | found them. | swesr.

Hovis shook hishead. ‘No,” said he, ‘and again no. | put it to you that you are telling me a pack of
lies. Spinning methe crambe repitita’

‘What is that, by the way?

‘The crambe repitita. The warmed-up cabbage. The old old story.’

‘Ali,; said Terence. ‘That.’

‘That.” Ingpectre Hovis removed his mirrored pince-nez and fixed Mulligan with abaeful stare. ‘I
regret to informyou, S, that you are, aswe say in the trade, bang to rights. In the frame and up the
Swanee. Flagrante delicto, or as near as makes no odds.’



‘I wannasee my brief,” growled Terence, who knew hisrights.
‘And so you shall,” replied Ingpectre Hovis, who knew them aso. * But you are going down this
time, chummy. There shird in thisfor you. Y our gooseis cooked.’

“Your gooseis cooked, dear,” caled the mother of Corndlius Murphy to the adoptive father thereof.
Her wordstravelled through the open kitchen door of the family home, down the length of the back
garden and fell upon the intended ears of her large and sorry-looking spouse.

Jack Murphy sat in the doorway of his shed. The very picture of despair. Hiswig was off and his
great head was down. A multiplicity of chinsrested upon hisbefairided chest. The bepatched elbows of
his shirt rested upon the bepatched knees of his corduroy trews. His hooded eyes were fixed upon the
dud cheque that he held between prodigious fingers.

The once merry mouth was turned down &t the corners and alow murmur arose from it, asarumble
of distant thunder.

“Woe unto the house of Murphy,” murmured thisrumble. ‘ For lo it has become undone.’

The daddy held up the cheque and et the late afternoon sun play upon its evil edges. Twelve hours
before it had read, Pay Jack Murphy the sum of £5000. Sgned Arthur Kobold. But no longer.

When he had presented it to the bank, aterrible transformation had occurred. The words of joy had
vanished away, to be replaced by those which glowed there ill. Pay this fat fool one hundred laughs,
then kick himinto the street.

The junior bank clerk had been pleased to do so. 'Y our son wasin here earlier with one of these;’
he smirked.

The elder Murphy scowled at the rogue chegque. He' d been done. His son had been done. Kobold
had stitched them up like a pair of the proverbids. It was too much to bear.

‘Areyou coming in to eat thisgoose? called hiswife. ‘ The cat’ saready had two of itslegs. You'd
best hurry before it gets the others.”

Inspectre Hovis returned to his office. It was along haul from the interview rooms of Scotland Y ard,
but he knew the way well enough by now. He strode down a corridor. Marched up a staircase. Strutted
along a passageway. Strolled through the typing pool. Sauntered past the forensic labs. Plodded down a
back stairway. Stumbled through afire exit and finaly staggered acrossthe car park to the Portakabin.

The Portakabin!

Hovis gazed up at the abomination and chewed at hislower lip. And the same evil thoughts entered
hismind as ever they had donefor the last twenty-three days. The days that he had been exiled here,
And the same name came once more to hislips. The name that he loathed and despised with every
natura fibre of hisexpengvey clad being. Thename of Brian ‘Bulwer’ Lytton.

Chief Inspector Lytton. The new broom that was sweeping clean the department.

And afresh young broom he was. Ten yearsthejunior of Hovis. And an influentia broom aso. One
which held sway with those of the high echelon. One which had had Hovis ‘ Temporarily Relocated’ . And
who now occupied hisformer office in amanner that seemed anything but temporary.

‘Lytton.” Ingpectre Hovis uttered the name as the profanity it was and, turning momentarily from the
prefabricated door of the Portakabin, he raised adefiant fist towards the distant window of hiserstwhile
domain. ‘I'll beback,” said he.

Hedidn't see theflutter of the venetian blinds, nor the satisfied smile on the face of Brian * Bulwer’
Lytton as hefluttered them. Which was probably dl for the best redlly.

The temporarily relocated detective pressed open the prefabricated door and entered the
disagreeable confines of his new abode. They were crowded. Very crowded.

Elderly filing cabinets flanked the cabin, standing where the remova men had left them. Their
drawered facesto the walls, asif in disgrace. Files, once impeccably indexed, were now piled in
unmarked boxes, cartons and crates, along with the inspectre' s persond effects. His pictures,
commonplace books, fencing trophies, awards for bravery, bits and bobs and fixtures and fittings.

But where was his desk? Where his precious Louis XV ormolu-mounted, kingswood and parquetry



kneehole desk? With its painted |eather-lined top and its channelled border? With its kneehol e flanked by
drawers with rococo handles and ram’ s mask escutcheons? The desk presented to him by the roya
house of Windsor, in gratitude for his sensitive handling of atricky little matter concerning an heir to the
throne, a homoeopathist called Chunky and a Dormobile named Desire. Where that?

Still inhisold office, that was where! Too large to get into the Portakabin and now commandeered
by Chief Ingpector Brian bloody Lytton!

Hovis glowered about his temporary accommodation, regarding it with aface of foul contempt.
Taking in its each and every hideous detail, before releasing his pent-up fury in asilent prima scream.
Thisdone, he straightened hisregimental necktie, placed his cane by the door, removed his pince-nez,
folded them into adeek tortoiseshell case and dipped thisinto histop pocket. And then he smiled upon
his second in command.

His second in command smiled back a him from her place behind the knackered trestle-table, which
now served both she and Hovis as adesk. Her name was Polly. Polly Gotting. She was Anna Gotting's
twin sster. And she was the ingpectre' s new second in command.

His old second in command, often years standing reliable Ron Sturdy, had been temporarily
relocated. And athough Polly was quick on the uptake, willing, eager and hel pful and possessed of an 1Q
far in excess of reliable Ron’s, she just wasn't the same.

‘Any joy? Polly asked.

‘Joy? Hovis had dmost forgotten the meaning of the word. * Joy?

‘With Mulligan. Did he respond positively to questioning?

‘No.” Hovis negotiated hisway between the boxes cartons and crates. * He remains adamant. A
train emerged from nowhere and showered the street with diamonds. He just picked them up.

“You'll haveto let him go then.’

‘I know.” Hovis sank on to a cardboard box. Something valuable within fractured with an darming
crack. The inspectre was deaf to the sound. ‘Have you rechecked al the witnesses' statements?

‘The independent witnesses? Y es. There were alot of reports. Some kind of weird train. Three
people have come forward to say they saw ataxi-driver picking up what looked like diamonds after it
passed by.’

‘A curious business.’ Inspectre Hovis rapped a brisk tattoo on the prefabricated floor with the heels
of his hand-stitched brogues. * Something happened last night. Something momentous. Half the force out
in pursuit of aspikey Volkswagen. A ward full of chase casudties. A train from nowhere and a cache of
diamonds. Did you check on the diamonds? Was| right?

“Youwereright.” Polly passed papers. The in-spectre inspected them. * Amazingly they were dtill on
record.’

‘I knew it.” Hovis scanned the papers, nodding al thewhile.

‘But how did you know? How could you possibly recognize the cut of diamonds stolen before you
were even born?

‘The great unsolveds.” Hovis returned the papers, then tapped the portside of hisskull. * All in here.
They arethe saff of lifeto me. Thereiscrime and thereisclassic crime. | haveit within meto solve the
Crimeof the Century. Itismy destiny. | know it and | will fulfil it. When | saw Mulligan’s diamonds my
heart rose. | recognized them immediately to be part of the lost Godol phin hoard. If those diamonds had
not been stolenin 1914, it is probable that the First World War might never have taken place.’

‘Redlly? Polly shook her head. ‘1 dways thought that the war was precipitated by the assassination
of Austria s crown prince, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to Emperor Franz Josef |, at
Sargjevo on 28 June 1914,

‘Did you indeed? Hovisexamined hisfingernails.

They wereimmeaculate. Asever. ' Then let metell you this, history israrely written up by those who
actudly makeit.’

‘Oh | do s0 agree. As Gibbon remarked in Decline and Fall, Chapter Three, History isindeed
little more than a register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.’

‘Quite s0,” said Inspectre Hovis.



‘And wasn't it Napoleon who wrote, What is history but a fable agreed upon?’

‘I believeit was,’ said Inspectre Hovis.

‘And Sir Robert Walpole. All history isalie, hesad’

‘Polly,” said Inspectre Hovis.

‘Yes, sir?

‘Put the kettle on.’

Polly smiled once more a Inspectre Hovis. First up againgt thewall, come the revolution, she

thought.
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O Lucifer, Son of the Morning And Lord of the Bottomless Fit, Roll back your celestia awning Thy
thuribleislit.

Hall theethat riseth in the east
Behold the sacrificia fesst.
Amen.

‘Amento that,” agreed Tuppe, tucking anapkin into his shirt neck and rubbing hisknife and fork
together.

‘Does your adoptive daddy usudly dedicate his dinner to the devil? Annawhispered into the ear of
Corndlius Murphy.

‘Ohno.” Thetdl boy gave his bandaged head a careful shake. ‘| suspect he' sjust buttering up the
Prince of Darknessin the hope of afavour.” * Damned right!” Murphy Senior was seated at the head of
the Murphy kitchen table. Hislady wife at the foot. Tuppe, Cornelius and the lovely Annaranged
varioudy between. ‘It ismy intention to summon forth al manner of banshee, bugaboo and bogybeast.
To raise divers demons, dibbuks, ghouls and gorgons. To conjure pigwidgeons and pandemoniacs from
those regions which are forever night. And things of that nature, generdly.’

“To any specific end, Mr Murphy? Tuppe en-quired.

‘Indeed yes.” The master of the house raised up his great chest and glared at the celling. ‘ To unleash
agreat and terrible pestilence upon the head of Arthur Kobold. Bad cess be unto him.’

‘Amento that so,” said Tuppe.

‘Shall | be mother then? Mrs Murphy rose, bran-dishing an dectric carver. ‘If I’d known the daddy
was planning to invoke His Satanic Mgesty tonight I’ d have got agoat in, rather than this goose. L eg,
anyone?

‘Excuse me, MrsM,” Tuppe cast awary eye over the hapless fowl which graced the greater part of
the dining table, ‘but am | right in thinking that this goose is somewhat over-represented in the lower-limb
divison?

“You'vealovely way with words, young Tuppe.” Mrs Murphy leaned over and gave the small
fellow an affectionate chucky-cheek, nearly putting his eye out with the carving knife. 1 wonder what
they mean.

‘He' s asking why the goose has so many legs,” her husband informed her. * Bred that way, would be
my guess. A chap | once knew used to breed chickenswith four legs, so al hisfamily could have one. |
said to him, “What do they tagte like?” And he said, “1 don’t know, I’ ve never managed to catch one
yet.”

Annalaughed politdly.

Mrs Murphy hacked at the avian multi-ped, raising afine cloud of feathers. ‘1 knew | should have
plucked thisbefore | cooked it. But | was afraid to open the oven door, in caseit got loose again.’

“You cooked it dive? Annawas horrified.

‘Of course not, dear. | had the gas on for half an hour first.’

‘Ah; said Cornelius. ‘ That would explain the smoke-blackening on thewalls and ceiling.’

‘The firemen were very nice” Mrs Murphy passed legs around. ‘ They said the house should be
con-demned. Y our father ran them off with amattock.’

Tuppe examined theleg on hisplate. * About the goose.’

‘It wandered into the back garden this morning. Well, trucked in redlly. | think it must have escaped
from Polgar’ s Pet Shop last night.’

Tuppe pushed his plate aside. A recent near-fatal encounter with afurry fish was il freshin his
memory. ‘Did | tell you I’ ve become avegan? he asked.

‘Oh,” went Mrs Murphy. ‘1 didn’t know you could become avegan. | thought you had to be born



there’

‘That'saVenusan, said her husband. ‘Asin Venusan blind?

‘1 expect s0.” Jack Murphy shrugged.

‘Well, that’ s very nice, Tuppe. I’m glad you' ve got yourself a proper job. Do you commute between
the planets, or are you in the office?

‘Inthe office,’ said Tuppe. ‘By theradiator.’

‘That’ s nice. More goose, did you say?

‘No thanks, but I’ ll have some of those sprouts, please.’

‘Help yoursdf You'll haveto use your fingers, I'm afraid. My friend Mrs Cohen ishaving her son
circumcised, so I’ ve lent her my serving spoons.’

‘For the do afterwards,” Jack Murphy explained to the open-mouthed Tuppe.

‘I’ svery kind of you to invite Tuppe and meto share your dinner,” said Anna, raising her hand
againg another helping of goose. ‘I'll just stick to this broccali, if you don't mind. I’'m onadiet.’

‘I wason adiet once” MrsMurphy loaded up her husband’ s plate. * Y ou had to eat nothing but soft
furnishings. It was cdled the G Plan, | think.’

Corneliusforked up some spinach. *Y our cheque bounced aso then? he asked the daddly.

Murphy Senior nodded gloomily and speared an asparagustip with hisfork. * It' s not the principle of
the thing that troubles me, it’sthe money! | was actudly planning to pay Mike the mechanic for the car |
gaveyou.

‘The Cadillac Eldorado.” Cornelius chased peas around his plate. ‘ About that...

‘It got dumped on,” said Tuppe. ‘ From agreat height. Would someone pass the petits pois,
please?

‘Dumped on?" Jack Murphy fell back in dismay. Y ou lost the Cadillac?

‘In as many words, yes.” Cornelius nodded sadly.

‘Kobold?

‘In asfew words, yesagain.’

‘That doesit! Roll back the limo, Mother, we' re raisng Behemoth tonight.’

‘Not until everyone sfinished eating, dear. Have some more courgettes, Anna. Try the yellow ones.
| know they look like Chinamen’ swillies, but they taste delicious.’

‘Thanks,’ said Anna. ‘ These aubergines are ex-cdllent, by theway.’

‘The beautiful Cadillac.” Jack Murphy sighed. * Arthur Kobold must pay for histransgressons.”

‘Hewill."” Cornelius munched upon aparsnip. ‘ He can run, but he can’t hide.’

‘Can’'t he? The daddy helped himsalf to more cauliflower.

‘He cannot.” Corndiusforked up some greens. ‘| have the plans for the reinvented ocarina. | intend
to free Rune and bring Kobold and his croniesto justice’

‘And grab the booty,” Tuppe put in. ‘ Passthe pimentos.’

‘Good lads” Murphy Senior gave his adopted son a hearty shoulder-pat. ‘ This news cheers me up
no end. Now, if thereisanything | can do to help, don't hesitate to ask.’

‘Isthat anything, asin anything? Corneliusdidn’t hesitateto ask. ‘ Anything.’

“Then | need anice-cream van please. And | need it by midnight.’

The daddy’ seydlidsdidn’'t evenflicker. ‘Naturdly, said he, finishing up thelast of hisgreen
peppers. ‘| shall seetoit that you have one. More carrots?

‘No thanks, I'm fine on carrots.” Corndius smiled broadly. ‘ But you might pass the crambe repitita.’

* * %

‘ About the ice-cream van? Annaasked. She, Corne-lius and Tuppe were now ensconced in the
daddy’ s garden shed. The medl had reached a successful conclusion, with three puddings, a cheesetray,
brandy and Turkish cigarettes. Unaware that her husband’ s cheque was going to bounce, Mrs Murphy
had cast aside her normd ecological convictions and spent lavishly at Safeway. ‘| don’t think | could
manage any ice-cream. I’'mfull.’



‘It sthe van | want. Not the ice-cream,” Corneliustold her. * The van has a public-address system
onthetop. For playing music. And if we pull out al the interior fixtures and fittings, then there' Il be plenty
of room.

‘For what?

‘For the booty.” Tuppine rubbed histiny hands together. ‘We ve got Rune s A-Z, with al the
entrances to the Forbidden Zones marked in it. We drive up in the van. Play the magic music through the
speaker system. A porta opens. Weroar in, grab whatever we can, then make our getaway. A sort of
inter-dimensona ramrad.’

“Mrs Murphy wasright, Tuppe. Y ou do have alovely way with words.” Annaturned to Cornelius
‘She' san interesting woman, your mum. Did sheredly play bassfor Jeff Beck on “Hi Ho Siver Lining”?

‘Shetold you that? Cornelius had the ocarinaiin the vice on the daddy’ s workbench and was
worrying & it with the electric drill. Thedrill till lacked a plug but as there were no power socketsin the
shed, thisdidn’t create too much of a problem (eh?).

‘She ds0 said shewasthe fourth Beverly Siger.’

‘ She told me she was one of the Five Tops.” Tuppe rooted about amongst the interesting things
beneath the workbench. ‘Why isthere dways a half-empty bag of solid cement in every shed? he
enquired.

‘It satradition,” Corneliustold him, ‘or an old charter, or something.”. He undid the vice, took up
the ocarinaand blew drill dust fromit. * All done, | think.’

Annaleaned over to take alook. * And you redlly truly believe that when you play thisthing these
secret portaswill open?

Cornelius checked his handiwork against the route map. ‘ They’ |l open.’

‘“They will,” Tuppe agreed. ‘ Trugt Corndius, he knowswhat he'sdoing.’

‘Thank you, Tuppe.’

‘Don’'t mention it, Corndius. But harken, harken. What isthat | hear? Tuppe cupped adiminutive
palm to an ear of alikewise confection.

‘It's“I’'m Forever Blowing Bubbles’.’

And indeed it was. It issued from the speaker system of a smart new ice-cream van. A smart new
ice-cream van which was even now drawing up outside twenty-three Moby Dick Terrace. Home of the
family Murphy. And stepping down from the cab was none other than the father of the house.

‘Fortune saways hiding,” he sang.

And he smiled ashesangiit.

The taxi went west towards approaching midnight. The unmarked police car followed it at a
respectable distance. Thetaxi took the dip-road from the fly-over and cruised down to the Chiswick
Roundabout. The unmarked police car followed it. Thetaxi turned left on to the Kew Road, went
through green lights at Kew Bridge and rolled on towards Brentford.

And the unmarked police car followed it.

Thetaxi-driver, one Terence Arthur Mulligan, checked hisdriving mirror. Same unmarked police
car. Same upper-class git a the whedl. Was this police harassment? No, not yet. The unspesk-able
ingpectre was probably just checking to make sure he' d given the correct home address. Well, he
wouldn't be disappointed. Terence was homeward bound.

Because, after dl, he hadn’t committed any crime, had he? OK, he had abit of previous. OK, he
had a ot of previous. But he was innocent of al charges here. He'd just been in the wrong place at the
wrong time. Seen aweird train, picked up some diamonds. Got nicked. He d told all thisto Hovisand
Hays had released him. So now he was going to go home and get his head down.

And get his socks off, of course. Because hisfeet werefair giving him gip. What with al those
diamonds he d stuffed into his socks, once his pockets were full. Terence was genuinegly grateful that the
boysin blue had failed to search his socks.

Terence indicated correctly and turned into the back doubles of Brentford, careful not to lose his
follower. He didn't want any trouble. He was a free man. The way he saw it, he had told the police the
truth. Hejust hadn’t told them dl of the truth.



For instance, he hadn’t told them that he had actualy beenin the right place at the right time. Nor
that he had actualy been acting under ordersto clear up al traces, after the Train of Trismegistus passed
through on its dreadful misson. Nor, that he, Terence Arthur Mulligan, was actualy amember of
BOLLOCKS, the Black Order. London’s Legion Of Cab Knights. A top-secret organization, sworn to
serve the hidden masters of the Forbidden Zones. Nor that it was now his duty to return those diamonds
currently in his possession, and those in the hands of Inspectre Hovis, to these very hidden masters.

Actudly, the more Terence thought about it, he hadn’t told the police the truth at al. But then there
are some things you tell to policemen, and some you don't.

Terence turned into Moby Dick Terrace and was nearly driven right off the road by an approaching
ice-cream van.

‘Bloody Hell!” Terence swerved aside and bumped on to the pavement. He dammed on the brakes
and drew to ahalt right outside his own front door. Number twenty-seven.

“You bastard, Bruv!” Terence gripped the steering whedl and uttered a number of profanities. All
ended with areferenceto acertain ‘Bruv'.

There was good reason for this, asit happened. Because the smart new ice-cream van, the smart
new stolen ice-cream van, which was now vanishing into the night, belonged to none other than
Terence s brother. One Reginad Bohemian Rhapsody Mul-ligan.

Coincidence? Synchronicity? The chromium:-plated megaphone of destiny? Who knows? And
frankly, who cares? Just aslong as it meant that something redlly exciting was about to occur.

And it was. Ohyesindeed, it redly truly was.



Hi Ho Slver Lining and away they went.

Mulligan’sIces hit the open road. Corndiuswas a the whed. Annaand Tuppe were gutting the van
and chucking al the bits and bobs out through the serving window.

Now, it could well be argued that this might better have been done back at the Murphy residence.
Possibly so, but it wouldn't have been nearly so much fun. Nor would it have offered the opportunity for
that extrabit of plot-complication which makesit dl worthwhile.

A tray of comets arced through the serving win-dow, caught upon the mild night breeze, danced
prettily aong the open road and finaly cameto rest on the bonnet of aparked police car.

Thiswasa‘'marked police car. All state-of-the-art technology: the big number on the top for
helicopter recognition during ‘riot Situations ; the regulation police-issue revolver, that they dways swear
blind they never carry, initsusud clip beneath the glovey; the speed trgp monitor thingy; and an unholy
host of computer-assisted in—car crime—busting parapherndia. Thewhole bit. And in this sat two,
police officers. One was young and lean and pale and pimply. He munched a Big Mac, between sucks
on astrawberry milkshake. The other was solid and stocky, military -moustached and in the middle of his
years. He tugged ruefully upon acorned beef sandwich and sipped from aflask of Earl Grey tea.

Now, it could well be argued that the introduction, so soon, of yet another police car, be it marked
or unmarked, was pushing credibility just atad. Possibly so, but then if that’ s pushing credibility, just wait
until you cop theidentity of the rueful tugger.

‘Did you see that, Sarge? asked the pale and pimply police constable, Ken Loathsome.

‘1 did, son,” replied reliable Ron Sturdy (for it was none other). ‘ Radio-in our position and we shdl
give chaseforthwith.’

The unmarked police car now lurked on the corner of Moby Dick Terrace. The lights were out and
the driver’ swindow down. At thewhed and al adone, Inspectre Hovis stewed in ablack fug and a green
tweed suit. The dreadful aspect of his shadowed stare was ared brass bed-wetter and no matter how
you viewed him, the Inspectre was not a happy Hovis.

Obliviousto aliteration, the dour detective delved adiscreet digit delicately down and drew a
diamond-decked dandy case from the pocket of hiswaistcoat. Flipping this open with a practised thumb,
he teased out a hand-rolled cigarette, tucked it between hislips and prepared himsdlf to be obliviousto
pseudo- Shakespearianisms aso.

For lo, within that darkling car amatch did flame and swiftly fled deek plumes of smoke aswraiths
toward the star-strewn canopy of night.

Oblivious aso to the ever-present possibility of ruination to his career, Inspectre Hovis drew deeply
on histailor-made. Savouring hisfavoured blend, VirginiaPlain, cut with ambergris, dried persm-mon,
flaked peyote button and Egyptian hashish. An acquired taste, but aredly decent blow, once you had the
measure of itsmelow fruitfulness.

And Inspectre Hovis had. He was something of a connoisseur when it came to the use of restricted
substances. Holding strongly to the conviction that, when the going gets tough, the tough should get
stoned out of their boxes. And, at the present, the going did seem to be getting irksomely tough.

Relocated to Portakabin purgatory. Bereft of reliable Ron. Banged up with a seventeen-year-old
pragmatist and now this. Here. Thishere. Hovis glared out at the night. Here. Here of al places. Back
herein bloody Brentford!

With the entire Metropolitan district and most of the known world to choose from, with crime
rampant up every street and down every aleyway of every town and every city, with criminas hailing
from the far-flung corners of God’ s good earth, why did he always end up here? Here in bloody
Brentford?

Of course Hovis could find no specific fault with the borough. Who could? The cradle of civilization.
Hub of the known universe. ‘When amanistired of Brentford, heistired of life, as Samuel Johnson
actually wrote. No, you couldn’t knock the place. Not redly.



But bedl that asit may, and very well it may be, Inspectre Hoviswas sick of the sight of it.

He had awaysimagined that his career as an Inspector of Scotland Y ard would be set against a
backdrop of sailing yachts, swank casinos and country houses. Rubbing hisimmeaculately clad shoulders
with the tit-and-tiara set, bedding svelte heiresses and blasting the fur and feathered with his matched
Purdys on the moorlands of the gentry, whilst solving The Crime of the Century.

Not numbing his bum in aclapped out Morris Minor on the corner of a Brentford backstreet! Not at
all

It was so damnably unfair. Why couldn’t lifeimi-tate art just once in awhile? He wasn't asking for
much. Certainly for nothing more than he rightly deserved. All he wanted was the opportunity to solve
The Crime of the Century. With the other perksthrown in, of course.

Hecould seeit dl in hismind' seye. The accolades. The pressinterviews. His eight favouriteson
Desert Idand Discs. Thecdl to the paace. The light tap on the shoulder. The *arise Sir Sherringford
Hovis . It was hisbirthright.

Hovis sghed dismally. Of course, to solve The Crime of the Century, that crime had to be
com-mitted first. And the chances of it being committed in Brentford were somewhat lessthan likely.
Follow-ing Mulligan home had been awaste of time. Curious though the recovery of the Godolphin
diamonds had been, their theft was eighty-year-old news. Were they part of something? That ever elusive
big one? Hovis shrugged. Probably not. He d give it another fifteen minutes on the off chance, then head
off hometo bed.

Inspectre Hovis offered up another * heartfelt’, finished his smoke and flicked the butt end into the
Street. ‘ To paraphrase the dying words of the late lamented King,” said he, *bugger Brentford.’

‘Thisiscar, twenty-three,’ called Police Congtable Ken Loathsome. * Am in pursuit of suspect
vehicletravelling east on Great West. Target is agood-humour truck.’

‘A what? asked reliable Ron.

‘Anice-cream van.” Constable Ken chewed upon his bottom lip. ‘ Licence plate—

‘Regidtration number,” growled reliable Ron.

‘Regigtration number.” Ken cupped his hand over the microphone. ‘What isthe registration number,
Sarge?

‘I don't know, son. We' Il haveto get alittle closer and have alook see, won't we? Sergeant
Sturdy viewed his youthful associate from the corner of aworld-weary eye. The boy was abuffoon. A
bottom-feeder in the great gene pool. Hand-reared on American cop shows and donuts that go dunk in
your decaffeinated. Not his cup of teaat al.

‘I’ll get right back to you.” Constable Ken signed off with theinevitable 10.4. * Shdl | make with the
gren, Sarge?

‘If you must.

‘Excelent!’

‘There sapolice car following us, cried Anna.

Corndlius glanced into the driving mirror. *“We d better try and lose that then.” He put hisfoot hard
down, as one does, and the ice-cream van shot forwards.

Annaand Tuppe shot backwards. They gathered in a struggling heap at the rear of the van, much to
thejoy of the smdl fellow. ‘Nice acceleration,’” he remarked.

And indeed it was. Surprisingly so for an ice-cream van. Or perhaps not, considering the Mulligans.
Rotten gpplesto the core, the whole family of them.

‘They'retrailing. Which way should we go, Tuppe? Tuppe?

The sound of adim femae hand striking asmall mae cheek was quite discernible, even abovethe
roar of thevan'sengine,

‘Ouch!” Tuppe disentangled himself from Annaand crawled forward. Corndlius|eaned around and
scooped him on to the passenger sedt.

‘My thanks.” Tuppe rubbed his cheek and grinned foolishly.



‘“Whichway? Corndlius passed him Rune' s A-Z. Tuppe leafed carefully throughit. ‘1 think we
should go out abit. Not start too close to home.’

‘Agreed,” agreed Corndlius. ‘Wherethen?

‘There' sone marked in Hammeramith. Indicate left and when we go round the next bend, take a
sharpright.

Corndliusdid so.

Terence Arthur Mulligan had emptied out his socks and now he, crept barefoot up the stairsto the
darkness of hisbedroom. Hiswife Vaentinawas snoring soundly, but it wasn't the usua fear of waking
the nymphomaniac twenty-three-stone ex-women’ s shot-put champion of Romaniathat kept him from
switching on thelight. Terencetiptoed over to the window and peeped between the curtains. He was il
there. The unspeakable Inspectre. Parked on the corner.

Terence smiled and rubbed his hands together. “ Y ou'll get yours, copper,” he whispered.

The fully marked police car screeched to a hdlt.

‘Shit!” cried Congtable Ken. ‘We' ve lost the motherf—'

‘I an well aware of that, son. And kindly keep the language down.’

‘Sorry, Sarge. So what should | do? Call for backup? Get a chopper in here?

‘1 would suggest you put the car into reverse. Chummy indicated |eft before we lost him on the bend,
did he not?

‘Hedid, Sarge’

‘Then reverse up and turn right.’

‘Eh, Sarge?

‘Just doiit, son.’

‘Isthisit? Corndlius asked.

‘Thisisit.” Tuppe studied the A-Z. ‘Down at the end of this cul-de-sac.’

Annaleaned between them. ‘ That can’t beright. There' sjust an overgrown old wall down there.
And you can seelightsfrom aroad shining on the other sde’

‘X marksthe spot,” said Tuppe.

‘So what isyour plan?

‘Same plan as before.” Corneliustook the A-Z from Tuppe and dlipped it back into his pocket. ‘We
drive down to the end here, play the ocarinathrough the van’s speker system, then, when the portal
opens, we storm in, grab whatever booty we can grab. And then we drive like the clappers.’

‘And that’ sthe plan.’

‘Thet'sit.

‘Sad.” Annashook her head. ‘ That isavery sad plan.’

“You liked it well enough when Tuppetold you it back in the daddy’ s shed.’

‘Well | don't likeit any more.

‘Well | do,” said Tuppe. ‘I think it sadamn fine plan. And if it'sgood enough for Corndiusit's
good enough for me.

‘Thank you, Tuppe.’

‘Don’'t mention it, my friend.’

‘It sucks,” said Anna. * And would you like meto tell you why it sucks?

Corneliuslooked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked at Corndlius. ‘No,” they both said.

Terence Arthur Mulligan crept back down the stairs and entered his kitchenette. It wasaglum
kitchenette. Glum and gloomy. And dank aso. And maodorous. Penicillium flourished inits Snk-tidy
and agrey primordia soup bubbled in the crigper of itsfridge. The only thing that kitchenette had going
for it was the twenty-three thousand pounds worth of diamondslaid out on itstable. Which was



something. Terence quietly closed the door, tugged a cheerless chair from beneath the table and, having
first carefully examined it for errant life forms, seeted himsdlf there upon. Then he opened the table
drawer and took out atoy telephone. Clearing diamonds aside, he placed it on the tabletop, lifted the
foolish plastic receiver and put it to hisear. And achill ran through his bones as he did so.

The toy telephone, as he knew full well, was hollow and disconnected, and could not, by any stretch
of theimagination, be actualy expected to work. But work it did. Every time.

Terence shuddered as he heard the diadling tone and hisfinger trembled, not alittle, ashe didled the
threedigitson theslly little dia. Somewhere another phone began to ring.

‘Hello,” snapped avoice which had the cabby’ s bowel s a-loosening.

‘H... hdllo, replied Terence.

‘Ah, Mulligan,” went thevoice. ‘ And what do you have to say for yoursaf?

‘1 done my begt, right?But | got nicked. It wasn't my fault.’

‘I see. And what of the diamonds?

Terence gazed down at those before him. 1t would be just the work of amoment to say ‘the police
havethem all’.

‘The...

‘Yes Mulligan?

‘Thepadlice...

‘Spit it Out, man.

‘The police have got.

‘Got?

‘Got some of them. They tried to beat the truth out of me. But | stood up to them, right? | managed
to nick some diamonds back off *em. | done my best.’

* And do the police intend to charge you with theft of the diamonds?

‘Nah, just with speeding.’

‘We'll take care of that then.’

“Youwill?

‘Naturdly. After al, you done your best, right?

‘Right,” said Terence. ‘I did done my best.’

‘Of courseyou did. Isthere anything ese you' d like to tell me?

‘Yeah, said Terence, ‘thereis. The geezer who beat me up, followed me home. He saright nutter.
He' s parked on the corner watching my gaff’

‘“Well just you go off to bed like agood fellow. There' s nothing more we wish you to do.’

Terence breaethed avery large Sgh of relief.

‘For now,” said thevoice of Mr Arthur Kobold.



5

It was aquiet, unassuming little cul-de-sac. Late-Victorian terraced dwellings, in the early
Vernacular style. Angled stone bays and boxed sashes. Carved brick sunflowers set between storeys
and the com-plex coloured glazing of the front doorswhich is emblematic of the Aesthetic Movement.
Here and there afretworked porch displayed € ements of the Domestic Reviva and the elaborate
plasterwork on the gables and eaves, based on the traditiona pargetting of East Anglia, combined with
the Artsand Craftsrisng-sun fanlight motifs, to give that re-freshingly eclectic mixture, much typifiedin
the work of the now legendary architect R. Norman Shaw.

The modern additions of stone cladding and sat-dllite dishes buggered the whole effect to kingdom
come.

The ice-cream van moved dowly down the cul-de--sac and stopped at the end, its headlights fixed
on the overgrown brick wall, where X marked the spot. Corndlius switched off the engine, but not the
lights. And took up the reinvented ocarina.

‘Right,” said he, massaging the newly drilled holeswith hislong fingers. ‘ Let’ shave acrack.’

Annashook her head doubtfully, but Tuppe switched on the speaker and tapped the microphone.
‘Testing,” said Tuppe. ‘ One two. Onetwo.’

Hiswords were broadcast over asurprisingly large number of streets. But then, it was so late, and
S0 quiet, and everything.

One two. One two, they went. Echoing about the fish-scale dates and the Gothic Reviva ridgetiles.
Rattling the richly ornamented terracotta chimney pots, twanging the satdllite dishes and screwing up the
reception for late-night viewers of the Itadian porn channel. One two. One two.

Tuppe gave Corndiusthe thumbs up. ‘Blow,” said he.

And Cornelius blew. Hewasn't much of amu-sician. Anything of amusicianin fact So hegaveit a
bit of the old ‘freeform’.

‘Holy God!" Folk legpt from their beds. ‘What the bloody Hell wasthat? they exclamed, in voices
of rightful incignation.

Corndius, Annaand Tuppe peered out through the windscreen at the overgrown wall. Tuppe
scratched at hislittle head.

Cornelius scratched his cap.

‘It didn’'t work.” Tuppe looked up at hisfriend. ‘Blow it again.’

Again. Again. Again. Inaquarter-mileradius lights wereflicking on and dogs beginning to howl.

Corndlius gave the ocarinaanother big big blow. And portals opened aplenty. Portals of the front
door persuasion. And folk issued into the streets. They wore dressing-gowns and pyjamas. Some carried
gicks. All were shouting.

Beyond the overgrown wall, in aquietly patrol-ling police car, Sergeant Sturdy said, * Follow that
noise!’

Inspectre Hovis perused the luminous did of his haf-hunter. Enough was enough. All the lightswere
now out in number twenty-seven Moby Dick Terrace. Mulligan must surely have turned in for the night.
There was nothing to be gained by sitting about here any longer. It was just adead end.

‘Verily verily, thusand so.” The downcast detective wound up hiswindow, gathered hiswitsand
girded hisloins

And then he drove away, in ared rankle and agrey Morris Minor.

Asthe streets were so quiet and so clear of traffic, he didn’t bother to check his rear-view mirror.
Not that he would have seen much if he had. The car that did slently after him was't showing any lights.
And it wasavery smal car. No more than about one foot in length. But it didn’t have any trouble
keeping up. No trouble at al.

Mulligan’s |ces stood with its headlights out and its microphone switched to the ‘ off’ pogition. Its
three occupants were crouched on the floor. They had their hands clamped over their ears.



Because it had grown somewhat noisy of late. What with al the yelling and the shouting and the
pan-demonium of fists beating on the sides of the van, and everything. It was quite evident that the good
burghers of Hammersmith did not take too kindly to being roused from their beds by late-night serenades
on thereinvented ocarina.

Those of the cul-de-sac had soon spied out the source of their disturbance and were now venting
their collective spleen upon it.

Ashisforehead bumped up and down on the floor, Cornelius Murphy felt that perhaps he had been
just atrifle hasty in dismissng Anna s objection to his plan, without hearing it first. The spleen-venters
were just beginning a concerted rocking of the van, with aview to overturning it, when the police car
arrived on the scene.

Ingpectre Hovislived in reduced circumstances in alarge Georgian house on Kew Green. So
reduced had these circumstances become over the years that the great detective had found himself having
to let out room after room of the ancestral home, in order to support its upkeep. And he now occupied
but asingle garret room, whose only window, as crue fate would have it, looked out across the Thames
to Brentford.

Hovisfindly found a parking space, three streets from home, and climbed wearily from the Morris
Minor. Heleft the car keys adangling in the dash. One thing he definitely meant to do, first thing in the
morning, was to demand the return of histemporarily relocated police-issue Daimler.

The Inspectre turned up his tweedy collar to the cold of the night, gripped the pomme of his cane
and struck out for home. He didn’t notice thetiny car, parked just across the street. Nor did he seethe
curious transformation which it now underwent. Thetiny car bulged, distorted and grew into agreat
manlike shape. The effect was not at al unlike those created by the now legendary Industrial Light and
Magic for Terminator 2. But, asthosein the know, know ILM create their effects mainly by using Soft
Image and Parallax Matador software, running on Silicon Graphics Iris 4D workgtations. Digital matting
and the pardlle processing of live action and computer-generated elements, by scanning everything into
large-scale framestores. Thiswasn't anything like that. Thiswas much better.

But, as the Ingpectre wasn't looking in that direc-tion, he missed it.

“Ello‘elo‘dlo. What'sdl thisthen? Police Sergeant Sturdy stroked his military mustachiosashe
spoke the traditional greeting and approached the mélée. Congtable Ken sat fidgeting in the car. He was
acting under direct ordersfrom his superior officer. * Shut up. Stay put. Do not radio for assistance and
keep your sticky fingers off the shooter.’

‘All right, al right,” continued Ron, as he ebowed hisway into chaos. * Unhand that ice-cream van,
or I'll runthelot of youin.

Suddenly aware that there was a police presence in their midst, the pyjama d protesters ceased their
rancour and began to shuffle uncomfortably in their carpet dippers.

‘Right,” said Ron, ‘ now, who isthe ringleader of thisriotous assembly?

‘Dowhat? A lady in astraw hat and a gingham housecoat stepped forward to confront the
policeman.

“Who isresponsible for this unlawful gathering?

‘I don’t know what you' re talking about,” said the lady in the straw hat. ‘We were just queuing up
for ice—creams.’

‘Redlly? Ron tucked histhumbsinto his waistcoat pockets and rocked back on hishedsina
manner much favoured by PC Dixon of Dock Green. ‘ Queu-ing for ice-creams.”

‘That’ sright,” agreed the lady’ s neighbours, bob-bing their heads up and down.

‘A drink on agtick please,” said someone.

“Two choc icesand aKing Cone,” said another.

‘All right,” said Ron. *Don’'t wind me up. I’ m sure none of you solid citizensredly want to be
dragged away to the cdllsin your jim-jams. Away to your homes now and we'll say no more about it.’

And that was about al he needed to say. The crowd melted and was gone. Front doors closing



without asngledam.

Sergeant Sturdy returned to the police car. ‘ There,” hetold the youthful pimply one. ‘ That iswhat
we cal doing it the old-fashioned way. Now. Get out the shooter and we' |l have aword with the driver
of theice-cream van.

It was big and bad and ghastly green dl over.

And well-muscled every inch from head to toe.

Andit curleditsevil lip.

And itstail began to whip.

Y ou could tell it wasn't very niceto know.

But you couldn’t tell exactly what it was. Not without the handbook. And the handbook was kept
under lock and key. In afiling cabinet, in one of the Forbidden Zones.

And whatever it was, it was now coming after Inspectre Hovis.

The gresat detective felt it coming before he turned and saw it. Not that he was the seventh son of a
seventh son, or anything like that. He was the only son of abelted earl. But he knew bad poetry al right.
Obliviousto aliteration and pseudo Shakespearianisms he might be, but not to unwarranted dollops of
duff verse, bunged in out of the blue and cregping up behind him.

Hovisfaced the thing asit approached him. It was grinning from ear to ear, exposing adouble rank
of lime—green teeth.

‘Haveacare,’ counselled the detective, gripping his cane between both hands.

“Hands above your head and come out quietly,” called Sergeant Sturdy. *Hold the gun up straight
now, Congtable’

‘Gun? Corndiusgroaned.

‘“We'rein trouble now,” whispered Tuppe.

‘Sad,’ said Anna. ‘Very sad.’

*Shall | put a couple of rounds through the side to shift some ass? asked Constable Ken.

‘No need to be hasty, lad.’

Corndiusroseto face hisfate. Anna pulled him back. ‘Let me handle this’

‘Certainly not. Thisismy responsibility. | got you into thismess, after dl.’

‘And | shall get usout, trust me.’

Corndlius |ooked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

‘Trust her,” they both said.

Annastood up. Straightened her hair and smiled from the serving window. ‘ Sorry about the delay,’
she said. “Who wanted the King Cone?

‘“What do you want? Inspectre Hovis stood his ground, as the joyless green giant moved closer, its
reflected image swelling in the detective' s mirrored pince-nez.

The creature stopped, but yards away. Still grin-ning, it shone like asprout by the light of the moon.

‘“What order of being art thou? enquired the Inspectre, who numbered necromancy and
conju-ration anongst his many interests.

The creature ran aforked tongue, green it was, about lips of alikewise hue.  Of the order of
Trismegistus, it replied in adeep dark rumbling tone.

‘Then have a care, odious one. My caneisthrice blessed.’

‘Thricewhat?

“Thrice blessed. By the word of the Tetragram-maton. By the twenty-third Aethyr of the Enochian
cal. And by the Hindoo Howdo Hoodoo V oodoo Man of George Formby.’

The creature cocked its head on one side. 'Y ou cannot be serious,’ it said.

“Try me.” Hovis stepped back and traced a penta-gram in the air with thetip of his cane.

‘Get out of here. George Formby?



‘A great wizard.” Hovis made mystica passeswith his cane, to and fro, and mimed the play-ing of a
ukuldle. ‘ The Lancashire Thaumaturge. Be warned.’

“You're pulling my plonker.” The creature took a step forward.

Hovistook another step back. ‘What do you want? he asked once more.

‘Thediamonds’

‘Ahal The Godolphins. | havethem here’ Hovis patted a pocket. ‘ Take them if you will.’

‘1 will.” The beast sormed forward.

“Y ou bloody well won't.” Ingpectre Hovis twisted the silver pommel of his cane and drew out a
shining blade.

‘Cometaste my stedl,” said he.

Car twenty-three backed out of the cul-de-sac and drove away.

‘l don't believethat.” Cornelius climbed to hisfeet. ‘1 just do not believe you did that.’

* She sold them ice-cream,” said Tuppe.

‘And | politely answered dl their questions. And | gpologized for any inconvenience | might have
caused them. And | didn’t charge them for the chocol ate flakes!’

“Huh,” went Tuppe.

‘And what is“huh” supposed to mean? ‘It’s not the way we would have doneit.” * And just how
would you have doneit? ‘Tell her, Corndius’

‘Well...'said thetdll boy. ‘I...

‘He' d have legpt into the driving seat and swerved around and sideswiped the police car and...’
Tuppe made screeching noises.

*And probably got usdl killed.’

‘It would have been more exciting than sdlling them ice-creams,” Tuppe complained.

‘Have you quitefinished? Annaasked.

‘No,” said Tuppe.

‘Yes,” sad Corndius. ‘He squitefinished.’

‘I have not.’

“You have’

‘Huh!’” said Tuppe.

‘Ligten,” said Anna. ‘Y ou’ re going about thisdl the wrong way. Y ou haven't planned ahead.” She
sat down on the floor of the van. “Y ou have the ocarina. But you don't know which notesto play.’

‘Thenew ones,” said Corndlius.

‘But you don’t know what order to play themin. Y ou surdly didn’t think you could just belt out any
random bunch of notes and expect one of these portals of yoursto swing right open?

‘| did,” said Tuppe.

“You would, said Anna,

‘Hold on,” said Corndlius. ‘What you are saying isthat the new notes must be played in aprecise
sequence?

‘Like knowing the right combination to open asafe, yes!’

‘It makes sense. It does make sense, doesn't it, Tuppe?

‘S'poses0.” Tuppe made ahuffy face. Corndiustook out the reinvented ocarina and handed it to
Anna. ‘Go on then,” hesaid.

‘Yeah,” said Tuppe. ‘Go on then.’

Annaexamined the ingrument. * Y ou are quite sure you drilled the holesin theright places? she
asked inacool voice.

‘ Absolutely certain. | told you, the holes cor-respond to points on the map that Tuppe and | stopped
at during our epic journey.’ -

‘Then they would be your best bet.’

‘“What do you mean? We should go back to all the places?

‘No.” Annashook her beautiful head. Her mother had told her that al men were basically stupid.



She would one day pass thiswisdom on to daughters of her own. ‘ Play the notes in the same order as
you vidted the places. That would be my plan.’

Corndlius adjusted his cap, opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Y ou can remember the order? Annaasked.

‘Yes,” said Cornelius. ‘| mean, no. But | have the map here.” He dragged the crumpled item from his
pocket and spread it out on the dashboard.

‘“Then’, Annahanded back the ocarina, ‘why don’t you have alittle practice and when you fed
confident, we' Il giveit aquick burst through the loudspesaker and see what happens.’

‘And if nothing does? Tuppe asked.

‘If nothing does, it will mean one of two things. Either I’ m wrong, or you are’

‘I'm not wrong,” said Cornelius Murphy.

‘Thengoforit’

‘OK, but wewill do it thisway: Tuppewill play the ocarina, | will St a the whed, with the engine
running, ready to make aswift getaway if needs be. And you will keep alook out. How does that
sound?

‘Sounds good to me.” Tuppe scrambled up on to the dashboard and perused the map. Annaturned
her back upon him and gazed out of the rear window. Cornelius passed the small man the ocarina.

‘Right,” said Tuppe. ‘1 think | can get my fingersround it. Herewe go.” He put the ocarinato hislips
and heblew.

Now, thereismusic, and then thereismusic. But atuneisatuneisatune. It can be‘The Birdy
Song’, or ‘Big Eyed Beansfrom Venus . Or even that brown thing that lies undernesth the grand piano
(Beethoven' slast movement). But you can always get, asthey say, ahandle on it somewhere. Thereis
always something you can recognize. Some note, or tone, or scale. No matter how discordant, or off the
wall, you can aways recognize something.

But not thistime. Not with these notes. Now played in their correct order, they smply bore no
resemblance whatsoever to any other notes yet known. They inhabited areadm of sound asyet uncharted
by the human ear.

The effect they had upon the occupants of the stolen ice-cream van was, to say the least, varied.

Annawas enraptured. Her mouth fell open and her breath hovered in her lungs. Shiversran up and
down her spine and dl around many other places besides. She suddenly felt ashorny as hell.

Corndiusdidn’'t. He felt anything but. The notes put his teeth on edge and had his bladder reaching
critical mass,

And asfor Tuppe.

‘Help!” screamed the small one, as he swept from his perch on the dashboard, to become plastered
againgt theroof of the van. Here he floundered around, dropping the ocarina and whatever tenuous hold
he ever had on redlity. ‘ Get me down! Get me down!’

Corndiuslegpt immediately to hisfriend’ said. He clawed at Tuppe. Tried to prise him down. But
the player of the reinvented ocarinawas now stuck fast.

‘Do something Corndius,’ he howled. ‘I’ m getting crunched here’

‘Anna, help us’

Annastood, gazing into space and wearing afoolish grin.

‘Anna, help. Help Tuppe, come on.

Annablinked. ‘ That was wonderful. Do it again.” She turned and gaped up at Tuppe. ‘ Shiva's
sheep!’

‘Comeon, hurry. | can't get him down.’

“Hurry,” gasped Tuppe.

‘Magic,’ gasped Anna.

‘Comeon. Hep me'’

Annasprang forward and began to tug the Tuppe. ‘Magic.’

Tuppe was growing red inthe face. ‘| can’t breathe. | can't breathe.’

‘WEe Il get you down.” Corneliuswrestled with the smdl fellow’ s shoulders. Annaswung from his



feet. But he wouldn’t be shifted. Not one jot. Oneiota. Not one nothing. He was stuck, like Beethoven's
last movement to a blanket.

And hiseyeswere starting to bulge from hisface. And hisface was starting to turn blue.

‘Corndlius, he'sdying. HE sdying. Do some-thing.’

Do something? Cornelius put hisbrain into gear.

Inspectre Hovis put hislegsin gear. Although, surprisingly, nothing had been heard of him for the last
twenty-three minutes, he' d been keeping himsalf busy.

Running mostly. There' d been quitealot of running. But not very much in the way of heroic
swordplay. Not any heroic swordplay at dl, in fact. Which probably accounts for the singular lack of
exciting intercutsin the narrative.

Or possibly aparagraph got left out somewhere. That sometimes happens.

But, whatever the case, he was back now. And he was somewhat up againgt it.

Ingpectre Hovis jumped nimbly onto the bonnet of a parked Ford Fiesta, asagrest dedl of green
muscularity caught him up.

‘Areyou going to give me ataste of that stedl, or what? asked thelimey leviathan.

‘Have at you then.” Hovistook up the classic fencer’ s position. Left elbow on the fence pogt, cup of
teain the right hand and fag hanging out of the mouth. And, ‘I’ m sorry, madam, but if thewind blew it
down, that’ sno fault of mine. And if you want usto put it up again, wée'll haveto charge you full price
again. And cash up front, or wedon't lift amallet.’

The creature looked at Hovis. ‘Isthat amisprint, or what?

‘Have at you then.” Hovistook up the classic fencer’s pose. Kneesdightly bent. Left arm back and
crooked at the elbow. Left hand adangling. Sword-gtick held firmly in the right hand, parallel to the
ground and level with thetip of the nose.

Traditiondly, fencershold their failsin the left hand, to avoid possibleinjury to the right. Hovis
didn't.

‘Have at you.” A swish and aflash of sted. And the creature now longed for the return of his nose.

“Yours| believe.” Hovis proffered the severed conk, shish kebabed on thetip of hisblade.

‘My doser The creature snatched it back and refastened it to hisface. Y ou couldn’t seethejoin.
‘Now gimme those diamonds.’

‘En garde.” Hovis skipped onto the roof of the Ford Fiesta, cleaving silvery arcsin theair.

“Your fliesareundone,” said the creature.

‘Pardon me.” Hovis hastened to adjust hisdress. A big green figt hit him right in the teeth.

And something hit Corndius Murphy. Right inthe brain.

‘Theocarina’ He threw himself to the floor and scrabbled about in search of it.

‘Forget the ocarina’ Annaclung to Tuppe. ‘He can’t breath any more.’

‘But | can.” Corndius snatched up the ocaring, put it to hislipsand blew.

The great green thingy dragged Inspectre Hovis to the pavement and began to knock seven bells of
Beethoven out of him.

And Cornelius Murphy played the reinvented ocanna.
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A summer storm had risen from the south and the rain was starting to fal. It sang like frying bacon
on the roof of theice-cream van and laughed in the gutters, like adrain. It battered down upon the
bandaged head of Corndius Murphy, without grace or good humour. Thetal boy stood, wringing his
cap between his hands and staring down at the body of his dearest friend.

‘Ishedive?

Tuppe lay on hisback like abroken doll. Annawas giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He
wasn't moving. Shelooked up at Corndlius. Her face was white and streaked with tears. ‘| don’'t know.
I'll kegp trying.’

She bent back over the supine one. Pinched histiny nose and applied her lipsto his.

Then she jumped back with acry and struck Tuppe a mighty blow acrossthe left cheek area. * Y ou
little sod!’

‘Ouch!” Tuppe rubbed his cheek. ‘ That smarts.’

‘“Tuppe, you'redive.’” Corneliusflung his cap into the sodden sky and knelt to embrace the revenant.

‘Aliveand licking.” Annagpat. ‘Y our beadtly friend just stuck histongue down my throat.’

‘| fed grestly reinvigorated.” Tuppe grinned shamelesdy. ‘But | do appear to be getting somewhat
Wet.

Ingpectre Hovis was getting very wet indeed.

Hewaslying on hisback in the middie of Kew Green, wearing nothing but his monogrammed
underwear and his handmade socks.

Very wet indeed. That'swhat he was getting.

All about and around and around and about lay the shredded remains of his once immaculate suit.
Torn to buggeration. The Godol phin diamonds were no longer on the person of the man from Scotland
Yard.

Hovis awoke with a start. He gagged and spat. He gasped and swore. He tried to rise but fell back.
He groaned. He groped at his head. He drew himself up afew inches and then collapsed again. But this
time to the accompaniment of agreat and terrible scream. It began life as a ghastly groan. But he'd
aready done one of those and there was nothing particularly distinguished in the repetition. But then this
groan rosein pitch. Up through the octaves it went, taking them al in and passing them by. Findly to end
asadghriek of such an ultrasonic persuasion that few were even the dogs of Kew, the king' sincluded, that
woketo its soul-splitting intengty.

And wasthisfor the ruination of his suit? Oh no. Then for the shame at the beating he' d taken? Not
that.

Then, theloss of the Godol phin diamonds? Nope.

‘What then? What? What? What?

‘Twas for the blade of hisslver pommelled sword-stick. That’ swhat. And specificaly its present
location. The blade rose Excdiburesque, its pommel proud to the sky, itstip buried into Mother Earth.
But, ‘twixt pommel and tip, the blade passed directly through the crotch of the Inspectre’ s underpants.

‘OH MY GOD!" Hovisraised himsdf upon his elbows and stared in terror at the shining steel. He
was pinned to the ground, pinned like a moth on a specimen board.

But how was he pinned?

Pinned by the privy member, that’s how.

Another unholy wail escaped the dire detective' s lips. Pinned by the pranger! Horror born of horror,
born of nightmare, son of dread. And great granddaddy to the worst of al imaginings.

Hovis threw back his head and howled.

Thewind also howled and the thunder roared. Insde the ice-cream van, Annafumed, Corndius
schemed and Tuppe asked, ‘How did you get me down off the celling?
“You've Annato thank for that.’



‘Hehas? Annaasked.

‘Magic.” Corndius straightened his now sodden cap and returned it to his head. ‘ The notes you
played, Tuppe, to open the portas. They might open the portals, but whoever playsthem isgoing to end
upinorbit’

‘Nifty bit of defence.’” Tuppe shifted his shoulders about. He ached plentifully. ‘ There’'sno
under-estimating these fellows, is there? So what did you do?

‘| played the notesin reverse order. That voided the spell and you floated down. Well, fell down.
We nearly caught you.’

‘Well thanksalot. | really mean it. Where does that leave us now, by the way?

‘Sitting pretty.” Cornelius Murphy grinned for al he wasworth. ‘Because | now have aplan.’

Ingpectre Hoviswasn't grinning. And he didn’t have a plan. But he did cease the howling. He had no
wish to befound in this condition by anyone, St John Ambulance, anyone.

Hewas going to haveto get himsdf out of this.

Drenched to the skin, he lay and shivered. He was adead man. He knew it. Cut off in his prime.
Emasculated. It was the monastery for him. Saint Sacco Benedetto's.

Inspectre Hovistried to marsha histhoughts. But marshalled they would not be. They ranriot. They
roared about the many things he had never done and now would never do. They kept roaring around
certain lady newsreaders, and porny video viewingswith the lads from vice squad. And in hisddirium
they roared around lady newsreadersin porny videos and him in porny videos with lady newsreaders and
him at home with alady news-reader, watching himself onscreen in aporny video with...

And then.

And then.

Hovisjerked up his head and gaped in the direction of hisloins.

There were now two swords Excalibur. One rising from the outside of his pants. And anew one,
rigngtojoinit fromwithin.

‘Ojoy" Hovisthrew up his handsto the rain. The blade had missed him. His pranger was
un-pranged. ‘ O joy. O bliss. For this deliverance, much thanks, O Lord.” Theintact Inspectre cupped his
handsin prayer. ‘ And now, where did that bastard go with those diamonds?

At alittle after one, the storm blew over and the stars returned to the night sky.

In theice-cream van Cornelius asked, ‘Areweall set?

‘I'm set,” said Tuppe.

‘I’'m not dtogether set,” said Anna. *Would you kindly run through this plan of yours, just one more
time?

‘Certainly.” Cornelius sat at the driving whedl. ‘ Tuppe, asyou can see, isnow securely belted into
the passenger seat. | will switch on the speaker system. Tuppe will play the magic notes. Throughout this
musical interlude, you and | will have our fingersfirmly plugged into our ears. When the porta opens, |
switch off the speaker, Tuppe playsthe notesin reverse order to void the spell on himsdlf. If the portd is
big enough, | back the vanin. If not, we rush it on foot. Grab whatever |ooks worth grabbing then make
our departure. That will be quite enough for one night.’

‘| likeit.” Tuppe nodded enthusiagticdly. ‘1 likeit very much.’

Annadidn’t likeit. She shook her head.

“Would you prefer that | dropped you home before we start?

‘Noway.” Annafolded her arms. ‘I’ min this now, no matter what.’

‘Good, then shdl wedo it?

‘Let’'sdoit.” Tuppe. raised asmall thumb in large support.

‘Right.” Corndlius keyed the van'signition and brrrrm’ d the engine. ‘ Ready, Tuppe?

‘Tenfour.” Thesmall felow tightened his seet belt.

Cornélius switched on the speaker system. ‘ Then blow,” he whispered.

And Tuppe blew. The magical notes bresthed out into the otherwise ill night air, piercing the



firmament. Severing that oh-so-dim and fragile little thread, which tethersus al to what we know as
‘redlity’.

Tuppe nodded to Cornelius. Thetal boy took hisfingers from his ears and switched off the speaker.
Tuppe hastily replayed the notesin reverse order, ceased to strain at his seat belt and dumped down.
‘Diditwork? heenquired.

Anna peered out through the rear window. *Holy shit!” said she.

‘That would be ayes, | think.” Cornelius scrambled back to join her. Tuppe did likewise.

Something was happening. And it was some-thing awful strange. The ancient ivy-hung wall was
vibrating. Rattling al about. there came a hissing and agrinding, as of steam being released and vast cog
whedls engaging. And then a section of thewall literdly plunged into the ground. Dropping away to reved
the yawning maw of proverb. The gateway, or one of them at least, into aworld beyond.

Three faces gazed into it from the rear window. They wore expressions of considerable awe.

Thelong high one ontheleft said, ‘I think we ve cracked it.’

The low and cherubic one on the right nodded in agreement.

And the very beautiful oneinthe middie said, ‘ Let’ s grab that booty.’

The hideous green muscular thingy stood on Kew Bridge. It was smoking one of Inspectre Hovis's
handmade cigarettes and wearing hisregimenta necktie. It waslooking pretty pleased with itsdf. And
feeling somewhat euphoric, these were rather specid cigarettes, after al. It grinned, farted and tossed the
little bag of diamonds up and down on the palm of itsleft claw. Another job jobbed. And gone midnight,
that wastime and ahalf. It would put in for its expenseswith Mr Kobold as soon asit got back. All that
was wanting now was the black cab that was supposed to pick the big green thingy up. Where was that
Mulligan?

Fast adeep in hisbed, that’ s where Mulligan was. And down in hiswretched kitchen, thelittle red
plastic telephone stood on the table. The receiver was off the hook.

And now upon Kew Bridge stepped unshod feet. A dripping wreck of aman hefted his swordstick
inamuddy mit.

‘Right, you bastard,” whispered Inspectre Hovis. Y ou baly bastard. Enjoy your smoke. A few
more puffsand you'redl mine’

‘Inand out,” said thetall boy at thewhed. ‘Let’sgo.’

‘Let’'sgo.” Annaand Tuppe clung to what they could as Cornelius put the van into reverse. The
whedls span on the wet road and Mulligan’ s | ces dewed through the open portd.

From oneworld to another.

And then it came a-shuddering to ahalt. And then three people looked out from it. Somewhat
uncertain of what they should actudly do next.

‘Lordy Lordy Lordy,” whistled Tuppe.

‘And then some.” Corndiustried to takeit in. It took afair amount of taking. They were now
parked ingde avast Victorian warehouse. It spread away, acres of it, towards towering wallsand rising
iron-work. The roof was|ost in shadow. What light there was came from no identifiable source.

The warehouse was here. But it couldn’t be. They all knew it couldn’'t. They had driven through a
gap inawall, which led, according to the A-Z, and al reason, surely to the road which lay on the other
gde Butitdidn't.

‘It'sincredible,’ said Corndlius.

‘It simpossible,” said Tuppe.

‘It sempty!’ said Anna.

And it was.

‘Let’'sgo see”’ Cornelius swung open the driver’ s door and climbed down from the van. He sniffed
theair. It was dead. Dry. Nothing lived in this place. Nothing. The ‘tall boy shuddered. There was
some-thing deeply unsettling about this huge and empty hdll.



Tuppe shinned down and dropped to the floor. * Cornelius.’

‘Yes, Tuppe?

‘1 don’t think we' rein Kansas any more.

‘That' svery sad,” said Anna, following him down. ‘Well | thought it was quite funny actudly. I've
been saving it up.’

‘I likedit, said Corndlius.

‘Thank you, my friend.’

‘Don’'t mentionit.’

‘Sowhereisal the booty? Annaasked. ‘Don’'t get mewrong, thisisvery impressive. But other
than for opening it up asaRave Venue, it sucks!’

‘Perhapsit’ sjust an entrance,” Tuppe suggested.

Cornelius searched the horizons. ‘| don’t see any other doors.’

‘ Perhaps someone got here before us. Cleaned the place out.’

Cornelius shrugged. ‘Let’ stake alook around. We might find something.’

“Youtakealook.” Annafolded her arms once more, in amanner which the epic duo were beginning
to find mildly annoying.

‘Please yoursdlf’ Cornelius struck off across the deserted floor. ‘I’ ll seewhat | can... Oh shit!” He
began to hop around on hisleft leg, clinging to hisright knee.

‘Isthat supposed to be funny? Annaasked. ‘Be-causg, if itis, itisn't’

‘1 bumped into something.” Corndlius hopped to and fro. * Something.... invisble’

‘Whoa,” went Tuppe. ‘Invisble’

‘Don’'t takethe piss. | did. | redly did.” Corndius ceased hisfoolish hopping and kicked Out,
favouring the | eft foot.

‘I think hemeansit,” said Anna.

Tuppe chewed a hislip. ‘Did you ever see Predator?’ he whispered.

‘Yeah,’ said Anna. ‘Wasn't that the one where the dien had this € ectronic camouflage that could
bend light? Makeitsdlf invisble?

‘That’ sthe boy. And it ripped out peopl€’ s spines and took their skullsfor trophies.’

A dull clang echoed about the walls of the ware-house.

*And Cornelius has just kicked it in the codpiece.” Tuppe hid hisface. ‘Tl mewhenit' sal over, |
don’'t want to watch.’

‘Gotcha,’ caled Corndlius.

‘Gotcha? Tuppe asked.

‘Over here, come on.

Tuppe shrugged and hastened over to Cornelius. Annawas there before him. *What have you got?

‘Grazed knee.” Corndliusraised atrouser to display the wounded appendage.

“You' vegot redly skinny legs, Annatold him.

‘I'vegot redly short legs,” said Tuppe. ‘ They only just reach the ground. What have you found,
Corndius?

‘There ssomething here. Something big.” Corne-liuslowered histrouser leg and felt about before
him. ‘Here. Fedl. Put your hands out.’

‘I’m not keen, did you ever see—?

‘Comeon. Fed it

Tuppe looked at Anna.

And Annalooked at Tuppe. They exchanged shrugs. Then they stretched out their hands. Then they
both went, * Ooh.’

‘Something big,” said Cornelius.

‘Covered by fabric,” said Anna.

‘Canvas,” said Tuppe.

They traced their hands dong, around and about it.

‘It squitelong,” said Anna.



‘But not too high,” said Cornelius. ‘| can fed thetop of it.’

‘And | can seeitswheds,” declared Tuppe. ‘ Itswhedls? Corneliusturned around in smal circles.
‘Where are you, Tuppe? Y ou ve vanished.’

‘I'm here’

‘“You'renot.’

‘I am. I’m underneath. It sacar. Covered by somekind of tarpaulin. Y ou can seeit from under
here. Pull it off.’

Corndius gripped ahandful of invigble tarpaulin and began to tug. The thing came away,
weightledy.

Thevisud effect was quite stunning. Far better, in fact, than anything you could do with the old Soft
Image and Parallax Matador software, even if run on Silicon Graphicsris4D workstations, digitally
matched and scanned into alarge scale framestore. Of course you redlly had to be there to fully
gopreciateit. In thefull 3D and everything.

Annd seyeswidened asthe mantle of invighility fell away.

‘Beautiful,” said CorneliusMurphy. ‘ Beautiful .’

And it was. Corndius had seen cars and he had seen cars. Many cars. His adoptive daddy had
wangled it for him to test drive some of the very best. But he' d never seen anything quitelikethis. The
car was evidently of pre-war design, but with many features that looked distinctly modern. And it was
dlver. All over. Silver. Not asin slver paint. But asin slver. Polished, burnished slver. 1t waslong and
broad-bodied, yet the lineswere deek and aerodynamic. Flared fenders that swept into the shell without
vigblejoin. High bumpersand trailing fins

“What make of car isit? Annajigged from onefoot to the other.

‘I'm not sure.” Corndlius paced dowly about the marvellous automobile, peering in at the windows,
lightly brushing the polished bodywork with his sengitive fingers, holding down his cap and shaking his
head dl thewhile,

Tuppe climbed to hisfeet and joined thetall boy in his perambulations.

‘Isit rea? washisquestion.

Corndlius shrugged.

‘1t looks fresh off the production line. But it snot, isit?

‘I don’t think so.” Corndlius reached out and tried a door handle. The door clicked open. Cornelius
lowered his face and took alittle sniff. Showroom fresh. He pulled the door wide open and prepared to
climbinto the car.

‘Careful, Cornelius. Y ou never know.’

‘Don’'t befearful.” Corndlius settled into the driving set. It was very comfortable. Green legther
upholstery squeaked in aposh, exclusive manner. The steering whed was of shining golden wood.
Corneliusran his hands about it. Savouring the fedl. He studied the dashboard. The milometer displayed
arow of seven stylized zeros.

‘I’ snever been driven.

‘Let’shavealook.” Annaflung open the passenger door and dropped down next to Cornelius. ‘It's
booty, isn't it? What do you think it sworth?

‘A very great ded. Especidly if itiswhat | think it is.,, Corndlius opened the glove compartment
and scooped out a sheaf of papers. ‘And | think it is’

‘What? Annabobbed up and down in her seat. Corndius leafed through the papers. ‘ Oh yes;’
said he. ‘Ohyes!’

‘Comeon, tdl me’

‘Anna, thisisthe MacGregor Mathers.’

‘Oh,” said Anna.

‘Not Chitty Chitty Bang Bang then? Tuppe scrambled into the car and perched himself on Anna's
knee.

‘Not. Thisisthe MacGregor Mathers, you must have heard of it.’



Tuppe looked a Anna.

And Annalooked at Tuppe.

And they both said, ‘No.’

‘If you're going to sit on my knee, then keep your handsto yoursdlf,” said Anna.

‘Wegiveup, said Tuppe.

Corndliussmiled. ‘Then | shdl tdll you alittle story. Areyou stting comfortably?

‘l am,” said Tuppe.

‘Then | shdl begin. Back in the nineteen thirtiesarumour circulated in America It concerned a
Scottish inventor supposedly called MacGregor Mathers, that he had invented a car engine that ran on
tap water.’

‘OhI’ve heard that one,” Tuppe put in. ‘Hetried to get it patented, but everyone laughed at him.
Then he demondtrated it to Henry Ford, or some bigwig, got tricked out of it and vanished into obscurity.
Ford, being in cahoots with the petrol industry, burned the plans. It'san FOAF.

‘A what? Annaasked.

‘A friend-of-a-friend story. An urban myth. Like the dydexic devil worshipper who sold hissoul to
Santa’

‘That’ snot an FOAF,” Annareplied. ‘ That'sjust aduff gag.’

‘Have you both quite finished? Corndius asked.

‘I have,” said Tuppe.

‘Then dlow meto continue. MacGregor Mathers did not exactly vanish into obscurity. He returned
to England where he found awealthy backer. A member of the British aristocracy. Mathersrebuilt his
engine and demongtrated it before agroup of scientists. The engineran like adream. A consortium was
formed in secret and the prototype car was built.’

‘And? Tuppe waggled hisbum.

‘Careful,” said Anna. *And?

‘And it would seem that we are gitting init.” Corndius made aflourishing gesture. Spilling papersto
thefloor.

‘Er no,” Tuppe put up his hand to speak. ‘ There would appear to be a bit more between then and
now.’

‘The prototype was built, as| said. Put on alorry to be transported to Brooklands for atest drive.
But the lorry never got there. There wasthisbig storm. Just like tonight. They say the driver got lost, or
something”

‘Or something.” Tuppe raised an eyebrow. ‘What about MacGregor Mathers?

‘Vanished once more into obscurity,” Annasuggested.

‘Or s0ld his soul to Santaand isnow living at the North Pole,” Tuppe tittered.

‘No.” Corndius gathered up the papers and shuffled them between hisfingers. ‘He vanished dl right.
Vanished off the face of the earth. But not into obscurity. Y ou see MacGregor Matherswasn't hisredl
name. It was an dias. Hisreal nameisright here on the car’ s documents. This car was invented by my
father. Hugo Rune’
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Coincidence? Synchronicity? The unplucked nasd hair of destiny?

‘Theway | seeit,’ said Corndius Murphy, ‘thisisnow my car.

‘Ohit'sdefinitey you.” Tuppewasal smiles. ‘ Understated elegance. Classic refinement. Top of the
range.

Annaopened her mouth to voice her opinions, but Corndiuswent on. ‘1 think we should take it out
foraspin.’

‘What? Annanow found her moment. * If this car has been standing herefor the last Sixty years, you
don't really expect it to work, do you?

‘Of courseit will work.” Cornelius made little pointing motions towards the ignition key that dangled
from the dashboard. ‘ Brrm brrrm,” said he.

‘Get red.” Annafound she couldn’t fold her arms, so she duffed Tuppe on the head for good
measure. *Ouch,” said Tuppe. ‘Trust him,” he said aso.

‘Right then. Hold on to your hats.” Theignition key was an eegant thing in itsdf. Silver and shaped
asadolphin. Corndius gaveit abit of aturn. Something made a bit of aclick. But that was about all.
That was completely dl, infact.

‘Well? asked Anna

‘Engine sabit cold probably.’

‘A bit cold?If thisthing redlly runs on water, which | serioudy doubt, the water will dl have
evaporated decades ago. Thisisvery sad.’

‘Takeno notice.” Tuppe mimed encouraging key twists. * Give it another go.

‘I will.” Corndius gaveit another go. Not awhisper. ‘Needs a bit of choke perhaps.” He tweaked
severa enigmatic organ-stop sort of arrangements on the dashboard. * Brrrm brrrm,” he said once more,
as he once more turned the key.

‘| felt something.” Tuppe bobbed up and down. ‘1 felt something.

‘Fedl it again and you' re adead boy.” Annabopped him on the ear.

‘Doit again, Cornelius” And Corndliusdid it again. And thistime, ashiver ran through the silver car.
A swift vibration. And then apurr and awhisper and along low note.

Gurgling noisesissued from the bonnet region. Corndlius massaged the accelerator pedal. The
gurgling increased to become athrobbing rush. ‘ Therewe go,” said the tdl boy, fingers dancing on the
dashboard. ‘Like adream.’

‘A wet dream? Annasuggested.

Cornédlius raised the eyebrow of admonishment, pressed forward the gearstick of hope, and let out
the clutch of, well, just the clutch, redlly.

The dream car moved forward without ashake, arattle, or aroll. Magic.

Corndius steered it around Mulligan’ sice-cream van, through the portal and out into the night. As
they left the cul-de-sac, Tuppe even managed to locate the switch for the headlights.

Annaglanced back over her shoulder. ‘What about the portal, Corndlius? Shouldn’t we havetried
to closeit, or something?

‘Certainly not. Tuppe and | are sworn to expose the blightersin the Forbidden Zones. We won't be
closing any doors after us. WE |l be leaving them open, for dl theworld to see’

‘Fair enough. This car drives beautifully, doesn't it?

‘Certainly does’

And it certainly did. They cruised through the backstreets and off towards the main road. Asthey
approached this, they were forced to dow down. A car ahead was waiting to turn right. Itsindicator was
jammed on. The driver did not appear to bein any hurry.

Cornelius pulled up behind him. ‘Go on then,” he muttered. * There' s nothing coming. Get amove on.

Thecar didn't move.

‘“Meep your horn,” said Tuppe.

‘1 don’t think it would be wise to draw too much attention to oursalves right now. Not in this car.



Perhgps he' sjust stdled or something. We Il give him amoment.

They gave him amoment. And severd more.

‘What' s up with him? Cornelius wound down the window and stuck his head out.

‘Meep your horn.’

‘No. Not yet. Not..." Cornelius sniffed the air. He sniffed again. ‘ That's odd.’

“What can you smdl|?

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing isodd? Annashook her head.

‘For me, yes. Wait here.” Cornelius got out of the car and gently closed the door. ‘I'll just teke a
look.’

Annaand Tuppe watched him. They saw him sneak up to the car in front, peepin at the driver's
window, jerk back, stoop to retrieve his cap from the road, peep once more into the car, then open the
door and reach in.

And then they saw him pull out his hand at con-siderable speed, dam shut the door and lurch back
towards them.

Corndiusflung himsdlf into his seet. Breathing heavily.

‘What' swrong? Annagaped at the boy with the grey face and the popping eyes. ‘What isit?

‘There’ sadead man driving that car,’” said Corne-lius Murphy.

‘A dead man?

‘A dead man. Sitting there, staring straight ahead. He must just have died. He s till warm.’

‘It snot Kevin Costner, by any chance, isit?

‘No, Anng, itisnot.’

‘Pity for him then. Because I’m not giving anyone e sethe kiss of life tonight.’

“We should do something,” said Tuppe. ‘Not that | know exactly what.’

‘Phonefor an ambulance.” Corndlius put the car into gear. Make an anonymous call. Whatever
hap-pened here is nothing to do with us. I’ll drive round him and we' |l find a phone box. OK?

‘OK,” said Tuppe.

Cornelius steered carefully around the stopped car. Asthey passed it by, Annaand Tuppe made
furtive peepings. The driver sat like adummy, staring Straight ahead.

‘“How very horrid.” Tuppe made asour face. * Drive on quickly, please’

Corndliusdid so. A hundred yards up the main road they came to the generd post office. Three
telephone boxes stood beforeit.

‘Wait here” Corndlius parked the car, got out and ran over to make the cal. Helifted the receiver in
thefirst box, waited, shook it against his ear, waited once more and then cursed briefly. The phone was
dead.

Corndliustried the next one. And the next. Then he returned to the car and leaned in at the window.
‘Out of order.’

‘All three? Annaasked.

‘All three. Lines are dead. Nothing.” Cornelius looked up and down the road. It was deserted. Not
asoul in 9ght. He sniffed the air once more. And then he shivered.

‘What isit? Tuppe got aworried look on.

‘I can't amel anything. Not anything at dl. | can smdl us. But nothing out here. Something’ svery
wrong.

‘Get back in the car, Corndlius. Drive ushome!’

‘Yesindeed.’

Corndiusdrove on. There was a haunting gtillnessto the night. Asif the very life had been sucked
right out of it. The three travellersfelt uncomfortable, oppressed. They didn’t spesk.

They were nearing the Chiswick roundabout when they saw the bus. It wasthe late-night
single-decker from Richmond. It was coming towards them. Or rather, it wasn't. The bus had stopped a
few yards before arequest stop, where an old man stood with his arm outstretched. The old man was
ganding very 4ill. Very ill indeed.



Corndlius pulled up aongsde the non-oncoming bus and stared up into the driver’s cab.

‘Not another tiff? Tuppe hid hisfacein Anna s T-shirt.

‘1 don't like the look of this” Corndius gave hisbottom lip abit of pensive chewing. 'Y ou two wait
here. I'll take alook.’

‘No,” said Anna. ‘Why don’'t you wait here, and I’ll take alook?

“Why don’t you both take alook, while | wait here? Tuppe suggested.

Cornelius couldn’t get the bus door open, but, as he crept along the side, he could see dl of the
passengers.

There werejust the four of them. A lady in astraw hat, reading a paperback. A black guy ina
leather jacket, haf risen from his seat. Two yobbosin shell auits, lounging by the door. All were ill.
Frozen, like charactersin awaxwork tableau.

‘Hello.” Corndius drummed on the window. ‘ Can anyone hear mein there? Hello. Hello.’

‘Corndius,” Annacdled, ‘come over here and check thisout.’

Thetall boy joined her at the request stop. She was examining the old fellow. ‘1s he dead then?

‘| suppose he must be. His heart’ s not beating and he doesn’'t have apulse. But he' s still warm. Fedl
hisface’

‘I"d rather not, thank you.

Annahugged her dbows. ‘ Cornelius, something terrible' s happened here. Something redly terrible.
Do you know what I’ m thinking?

‘No,” said Corndlius. ‘I don't.’

‘I'mthinking, isit al over? Did some plague, or something, sweep across London while we were
ingde that warehouse? Cornelius, I'm thinking, are wethe last people dive?

Thetdl boy gave ashudder, which hetried very hard to disguise asashrug. ‘ Let’ s go.

‘Whereto? To your house? Should we go there, do you think?

‘No, | don’t think we'll do that.’

‘Wherethen?

‘We'll drive around,’” said Cornelius. ‘Have alook. See what we can see. Yes?

‘Yes All right”

He chanced an arm about her shoulder as they walked back to the car. She didn’t seem to mind. Or
perhaps shejust didn’t notice.

‘“What' sgoing on? Tuppe asked, as Anna shifted him once more onto her knee.

‘I don’t know.” Cornelius dropped into his seet. ‘1 really don't know.’

‘But they're dl dead?

‘Seems s0. But | just don't get it. Dead people do not stand at bus stops with their hands stuck out.’

‘They dointhekind of movies| watch.” The smdl fellow fluttered hisfingers. * Then, when you're
least expecting it, they pounce! And they suck your brains out of your nostrils. Did you ever see Night of
the Living Dead?’

Annalooked at Corndlius.

And Corndiuslooked at Anna

‘Don’'t bedlly,” said thetal boy, putting hisfoot hard down.

They drove through Brentford. It looked a picture benegth the full moon. Miami?Vermont? The Tg
Mahal? Forget ‘ em. Brentford by moonlight. Y ou want romantic?’Y ou got romantic.

But somehow not tonight. The big moon hung above the slent borough, ghost-whitein the
cloud-clear sky. And hadfway up the Eding Road the travellers came upon two fellows.

They were frozen in attitudes of drunken camarraderie. Arms about each other’ s shoulders.
Captured in mid stagger, afew yards from the door of The Flying Swan.

‘Do you know what I’'m thinking? Tuppe asked.

‘Very possibly, but go on anyway.

‘I'm thinking, perhapsit’ sthe end of theworld.’

‘No,” Corndius assured him. ‘ The end of theworld isal fire and brimstone.’

‘Well, so the Bible says. But what if that’samigprint or something? What if the end isjugt, the end?



Every-thing smply stops, like aclock, runs down and stops.’

‘Likeaclock?

‘Or amovie. The big freeze frame. End picture, roll credits. Produced by, directed by, from an
origina ideaby God. Fade out.’

‘No.” Corndliustried to make his*no’ sound convincing. But it lacked a certain something. ‘It can't
be that. What about us, then?

‘The exception that provestherule. Or..." Tuppe paused.

‘Or what?

‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’

‘Out with it, Tuppe.’

‘Well. Tuppe scratched histiny chin. * Suppose thisis some unwritten version of the Biblical End.
The end of aparticular cycle. The beginning of another. Now, if thiswasthe caseand God, inal his
infinite wisdom, wanted there to be anew cycle, then He d need, you know .

‘1 don't know,” said Corndlius. *What would God in hisinfinite wisdom need?

‘He' d need anew Adam and anew Eve,” said Anna

‘Exactly,” said Tuppe.

‘“What?" Cornedlius stood on the brake.

Tuppe dumped back, holding his head. ‘ Easy on the emergency stops. | nearly went through the
windscreen.’

‘“What are you saying, Tuppe?

‘Cam down, Corndius. Think about it. It makes sense, doesn't it? The stuff of epicsthing. | mean,
how epic can you get? Fathering the new humanity.’

‘Me? A hit of asmile cameto thetal boy’s mouth. ‘ Father of the new humanity?1 could go for
thet.’

“You? Tuppefél back with morethan asmile. ‘1 wasn't thinking of you. | wasthinking of me.’
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It hadn’t been Mickey’sday &t al. The policefinaly arrived at Minn's Music Mine, about two hours
after he'd called to report the ‘robbery’. By which time Mickey, whose powers of recuperation were the
suff of loca legend, had sobered up sufficiently to redize the deep brown stuff he was getting himsalf
into.

There were just the two policemen. Onewas a pimply youth, who spoke in acurious, unidentifigble
accent. The other, asolid-looking body with amilitary moustache and a stedly gaze. His name was
Sergeant Ron Sturdy.

Mickey recognized the pimply youth at once. He was a dedicated purchaser of plectrums. Sergeant
Sturdy recognized Mickey Minns.

‘Surdly | used to be your probation officer,” he said. The scene-of-crime investigations didn’t take
too long. Sergeant Sturdy despatched hisjunior associate to make inquiries next door at Mr Patel’s. * Just
mention my name and take a statement.’

“You got it, Sarge’

For the next five minutes Sergeant Sturdy said nothing. He stood and twirled the ends of his
pussy-tickler, smiling occasondly a the fretting, siweating Minns.

When the long five minutes were up, the lad returned, sucking a Snickers. ‘ Patel sang like aBronx
canary,” heinformed his superior officer.

‘Read from your book, son.’

‘Yes, gr.” Congtable Ken turned back the cover of his regulation police-issue notebook and read
fromit.

‘Big fat fellow he was (Mickey pulled in his ssomach), but he had amask on, so | didn’'t see hisface
(Mickey let out his stomach). Van was Ford Transt. Painting on sides of flowers and love and peace.
Very rusty old van. No tax disc, by theway.’

‘Anything €27 Ron asked.

‘Yes, dr.” Congtable Ken continued reading. ‘' Van had Minn’s Music Mine printed in big letterson
back. It Mr Minns' van. It Mr Minnsin mask loading van with guitars. Mr Minns not paid paper bill for
gx months. Mr Minns hire out Donkey Capers porn video from me and not return it. Mr Minns very bad
man. Mr Minns—'

‘Thank you, Congtable,” said Sergeant Sturdy. ‘| think we get the picture’

Mickey opened his mouth to protest hisinnocence. But he was bang to rights and he knew it. His
best chance was a complete confession, accompanied by a plea of mitigating circumstances. Theold
crambe repetita, infact.

And s0 he began. He wasn't awell man, he told the police officers. He' d never been the same since
he' d done that three-month acid trip with Syd Barrett back in the Sixties. The chemicasweredill inhis
bloodstream and only large libations of acohol neutraized them and kept him on an even ked. And it
wasdl hiswife sideaanyway. And shewasn't awell woman. She beat him up alot. Not that she could
help herself. She' d never been the same since she was bopped on the head by a police truncheon during
apeaceful protest about the war in Vietnam. And business had been so bad lately, what with the
recesson. And there was the unpaid paper bill and the road tax for the van and the hole in the ozone
layer and everything.

Sergeant Sturdy offered a sympathetic ear to Mickey’ stale of woe. But when he felt that this ear
had been bent quite enough, he raised ahard and horny hand.

‘Put the cuffsaway,’ hetold Constable Ken, who now had Mickey up against the wal with hislegs
spread and was giving the shopkeeper an intimate body search. ‘ And wait in the car.

‘Aw, but, Sarge—'

‘Just doit’

Congtable Ken douched from the shop, muttering in amid-Atlantic manner. Sergeant Sturdy shook
his head sadly. * Thisisa sorry state of affairs,’ said he. * Get up off the floor and stop crying, Minns,” he



continued.

Mickey had not been dragged away to the station. But he had been given avery stem talking to.
Crime, Sergeant Sturdy told him, was best |ft to the pro-fessonals. The Robert Maxwells and the
Carlosthe Jackals of thisworld. Not to balding ex-musos with beer bellies and bad breath.

Society would be abetter placeif folk smply stuck to what they did best. Every man and every
woman isadar, the policeman explained, shining in the firmament of their own individudity. Know thysdf
and to thysdf betrue.

Mickey nodded thoughtfully and wondered whether the sergeant had ever spent any time round at
Syd'splaceinthe Sixties.

The stern taking to concluded with the ingtruction that Minns should never again stray from the path
of righteousness and, that as a penance for histrans-gression, he should personally offer amonth’sfree
guitar tuition to Sergeant Ron’ s son Cohn.

‘He needs aredlly decent guitar to thrash about on, he’ sa clumsy boy, but meanswell. Givehima
go of your Les Paul Sunburgt”’

Mickey’ swife was on the phone, booking a suntan session and abikini wax, when her hubby
returned home with the bad newsthat all the guitars had to go back to the shop. She' d beaten him up.

Mickey had limped off in search of abeer. He' d found one a The Flying Swan and located and
disposed of agood many more before Neville, the part-time barman, called for the towels up and
brought hisknobkerrieinto play.

Mickey then limped next door to Archie Karachi’s Star of Bombay Curry Garden for the traditiona
post—rpub after—burner. It isan interesting fact, that, just as the Queen believesthat al theworld
out-side Buckingham Palace smdlls of fresh paint and new carpet, so, dl Indian waiters believe that every
Englishman isafoul-mouthed drunken fascigt. It'saweird and wonderful world welivein, and asHugo
Rune once wrote, ‘It has never ceased to fascinate me, that no matter where| travel, nor in what
far-flung reach of civilization | unroll my deeping-bag, no matter how educated or primitive the people,
how rich or how poor, how spiritudly enlightened or how entrenched in fundamentdist dogma, one thing
remainsforever the same. And that isthe smdll inthe gents toilet.’

When Mickey had findly worn out hiswelcome at Archi€' s (which wasthree pints of Cobra
downed and till unable to decide upon a starter), he was politely gected into the street. Which left him
with thevery redl problem of whereto go next. Home for another thrashing? Mickey wasn't keen.
Round to some friend' s place, for abig spliff and an dl-night chin-wag? Seemed sound. But for the fact
that he had exhausted al such hospitaity many years back. No, there was no choiceinvolved. Attwoin
the morning, Jack Lan€ s Four Horsemen was the only placein town.

Of dl the pubsin Brentford, The Four Horsemen held the distinction of being the only onethat did
not recognize any licensing hours. As Jack Lane had now passed his one hundredth year, the local
con-stabulary turned ablind eyeto the fact that he rarely opened his doors until dl the other pubs closed
theirs. It was atradition, or an old charter, or something. And it wasthe only place the officers of the
force could grab a decent pint when they came off |ate shift.

Two of them were doing s0 even as Mickey walked in. And one of these looked up to greet him.

‘Evening, Mickey, said rdiable Ron Sturdy. * Y our round | think.’

* * %

It was precisaly three minutes past two, when Anna Gotting, Cornelius Murphy and Tuppe entered
The Four Horsemen.

‘Ohno,” Annacaught her breath. ‘1t'sMickey.’

* And the two policemen.” Cornelius stepped across the silent bar. Various patrons were posed in
pubbers positions. One making athrow at the darts board. Another in the act of ordering adrink. More,
conversing about tables. A singlefellow heading for the gents, which smelt, no doubt, identica to any
other in the world. Old Jack held a glass beneath the whiskey optic. Ron Sturdy had his mouth open and
hisright hand on Mickey’ s shoulder. All shared one thing in common, however. A certain quietude. All
were utterly still. None appeared to be breathing.



“We shouldn’t hang around heretoo long,” said Tuppe. ‘ There is the fathering of the new order to
be got under way. This| consider to be amatter of high priority, praisethe Lord. Mine saJim Beam, if
you'reinthechair, Corndius’

‘And mine savery large vodka,’ sighed Anna. ‘ Poor Mickey. | redly quitefancied him.

‘Now that is sad.” Tuppe scaled a barstool.

Corndlius made hisway behind the bar and took down a bottle of Tsar Nick, The Emperor of
Vodkas, from the shelf.

‘I can’'t hold with any of this, he said as he rum-maged for aglass. ‘ Thereisno way the entireworld
can come to an end the moment we turn our backs for afew minutes. It just can't be’

‘Looks very much asthoughitis,’ said Tuppe.

‘Butit just can't. I'll bet they're dill dl warm. Givethem afed.’

‘I certainly will not.” Tuppe shook hislittle head. ‘I have not ruled out the possibility of contagion.

Y ou touched the fellow in the car, didn’t you?

‘| touched the bloke at the bus stop.” Anna began to wipe her hand nervoudy on her T-shirt.

‘That doesn’t matter.” Tuppe tipped her the wink. ‘ Asthe mother of the new order, you will have a
natural immunity. Shame about Cornelius. How does he look to you?

‘I look fineand | fed fine, thank you, Tuppe.” Corndlius popped the cork from the vodka bottle and
made an attempt to pour out alarge measure. But with no success.

‘Something’ swrong here,’ he said, shaking the bottle about and peering into its neck. ‘ The drink
won't pour. I’ ssolid.’

‘“Whoa!” went Tuppe.

“What whoa? Cornelius made with the vigorous bottle shakings.

‘New order.” Tuppe folded hisarms. ‘No acohol inthe new order. God won't dlow it. My caseis
proven | so believe’

‘Nonsense. It'sjust gone off, or something.’

‘Or something. Try another then, O doubting Thomeas.’

‘I will." Corndliustook down abottle of Lagavulin.

It wouldn't pour. Nor would the Dalwhinnie. Nor the Johnnie Walker Black Label. Nor even the
Bell’s Extra Special.

‘Don't forget the Jm Beam,” called Tuppe.

Corneliustried the Jim Beam. Pour it would not.

‘“Want to try your hand at the pumps?

‘No. Nol ..." Corndlius hesitated. His eye had become drawn to amost extraordinary phenomenon.
And it centred about the right hand of Mickey Minns. This hand hovered, immobile, afew inches above
an ashtray on the bar counter. It was arrested in the very act of flicking ash from acigarette. And it was
this ash that caught the attention of thetall boy. The ash and the way it hung motionlessin the air, hdfway
between cigarette and ashbowl. Corndius stared at it in awe. And as he did so, agreat and terrible truth
cameto him. An Ultimate Truth, as his daddy might have described it.

‘Oh shit,” said Corndlius. * Oh shit, shit, shit.’

‘What isall thisshitting? Tuppe asked. * Are you auditioning for the part of serpent in this new Eden,
or what?

‘No.” Theeyesof Corndius Murphy took it dl in. All of it. He pointed with aquivery finger. ‘Behold
the dart,” said he.

Annaand Tuppe turned to behold. The dart hovered in the air, amere six inches from the double
top.

‘Cor,” whistled Tuppe. ‘ That’s clever. How doesit do that?

‘It doesn't. It just seemsto.’

‘Very erudite, Corndius. It doesn't, it just seemsto. Would you careto enlarge on that at all ?

‘It'sus.” Corndlius chewed upon hisknuckle. * It's not them. There' s nothing wrong with these
people. It susthat’sdl wrong.’

‘Still not following you, I'm afraid.”



‘I am,” Annasmoothed back her hair. ‘ Think about Rune's car. Sixty-odd years old, but it smells
brand new and it sartsfirs time. It'sthe Zones. Time must be different in there. We went in and we
came out and now we re— ‘What? Tuppe shook his head to and fro. ‘We're what?

‘We re different. We re moving much too fast. The car is till new because sixty yearsin there
equals about one minute out here. These people aren’t redlly standing till, nor isthe dart. We re moving
S0 fadt that we can't percelve their movement. We' rein adifferent time frame. That’ swhy the phones
wouldn’t work, the bottleswon’t pour. Why we can’t fed any heartbeats.’

‘Thisisdeep,” said Tuppe. ‘Very deep.’

‘Thisisbad,” said Cornelius. ‘Very, very bad.’

‘Bad for me,” said Tuppe mournfully. ‘But not so bad for you, I'm thinking.’

‘Why do you say that?

‘Oh comeon, Corndius. Thisis perfect for you surely. Useyour loaf. If we reredly moving
thousands of times faster than everyone else on earth, think what you can do. Before one second of red
time has passed, you could open up every Forbidden Zonein London, pull out al the booty, liberate
your real daddy, print out the truth on broadsheets and stick one through the | etter-box of every
influential bod for milesaround. And dl before anyone can blink an eydid. Youwin. You'vesolved it

‘Andif dl that were so, how isit bad for you?

‘| don’'t get to be the father of the new order any more.

“You never were,’ said Anna. ‘But you'reright on this, isn't he, Corndius?

‘No,” Cornelius held down his cap and shook his bandaged head. ‘ Sadly not. Because for one thing
wewon't be able to get back into the Zones!’

“Why not? Y ou gtill have the reinvented ocanna. And we know that it works.”

‘It workswhen you play it at anormal speed. But at the speed we' re moving? Forget it. We may be
invisible to the naked eye, but we are dso inaudible to any ear you like. It won't work. We' re donefor.
Before that dart hits the dartboard, we will probably have died of old age.’

‘Depressing thought, isn't it? said avoice from the door.

It was the voice of Arthur Kobold.
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‘Well look whoiitis,’ said Cornelius Murphy. ‘It'sMr Kobold. Say hello to Mr Kobold, Tuppe.’

‘No thanks.” Tuppe had no wish to speak to Mr Kobold. And nor did Anna. She kept very il
indeed, hoping not to be noticed. Thiswas not the right place to be, and it was certainly not the right
time. All she now wanted was out.

Arthur beamed at the tall boy and took a pace forward. He was dressed, as ever, in his Victorian
morning suit. High starched *throttler’ with sk cravat. Diamond stud. Gold wetch fob gleaming. Hair
combed up above hisround flat face. Bigger sSide whiskers than ever. He was prim and portly. Round
and romantic. He was not a nice fellow to know.

‘I'll takethe ocaring,” said he. ‘Very enterprising of you, that. | will also take the route map and
Rune's

‘1 think not,” Corndiusreplied.

‘ And the keysto the water car. We wouldn’t want that thing falling into the wrong hands. Can’t have
mankind getting aboveitsaf, can we?

‘Can't we? Corndius held the bottle of Jim Beam behind hisback Hisfingerstightened about its
neck.

‘I wouldn’t throw that if | wereyou,” said Arthur. * Just hand over al the goodies and go hometo
bed.

When you wake up in the morning, al thiswill be abad dream. Not that you' |l remember much of it.
WEe |l seetothat.” -*Y ou seeto everything, don’t you?

‘ Everything important. We let mankind dea with thetrividities. But we control the higher issues.

‘Why? Corndliusasked. ‘Tell mewhy.’

‘All right.” Arthur stepped up to the bar and placed his bottom on the stool next to Anna. * Bottle,’
sad he.

Corndius passed him the bottle.

Arthur poured ameasure of its contents, without difficulty, into the empty glass. ‘It san usand them
gtuation,” he explained. ‘ Or ame and you. Y ou represent mankind, and |, let us say, another people.
The good falk, you might cal us.

‘We are known in the highlands as the Daoine Sidhe. The Welsh call usthe Tylwyth Teg. Thelrish,
Tuatha De Danann, or Sleagh Maith. But it dl meansthe same.

‘What doesit mean? Corndius asked.

‘It meansfairy,” said Tuppe, in aleaden tone. ‘He safrigging fary.’

‘Please, please.” Arthur sipped from his glass and raised hisdrinklesshand. * That isaterm we
prefer not to use nowadays. Too many unsavoury connotations. But it does get the job done nicely. Say
you believein an invisble god who built the world from scratch in six days and most people will think you
quite normal. Suggest that this god might have built more than oneworld, and that some of the denizens
of another planet he’ s knocked up might be visiting herein a UFO, and most people will think you
moderately normd, but abit eccentric. But mention abelief infairiesand they’ll have you carted off to the
funny farm.”

‘But that’ swhat you are, afairy?

‘I'maKoaobold,” said Arthur Kobold, finishing hisdrink and pouring arefill. * A fairy, if you like. Or
don’t like, going by thelook on your face. It' sal down to evolution, | suppose. Separate races evolving
Separately. But at the sametime. You in your way and wein ours. Y our lot somewhat overran us. We
had to take shelter. But just because there’s more of you, it doesn’t follow that you know what’ s best.
There are more antsin the world than men, but they don’t run the show.’

‘But you do?

“Wedo our best. And we do it in good heart. We aren't vindictive. We have a sense of humour.
Noted for it. The Situation you now find yoursdf inis not without a certain measure of high farce, you
must agree. If you could adopt a detached attitude, you would no doubt see the joke.’



“Y ou tricked us. And you owe me money.

‘I'll pay you what you earned. And agood deal more. But you must promise not to bother us any
further. We mean you no harm. We are firm but we are fair. We just maintain the status quo. Try and
prevent your lot from buggering up the planet com-pletely.’

‘Then you' re not making much of ajob of it, said Tuppe.

Arthur ceased to smile. “We re doing alot better than you know. If it wasn't for us, your lot would
have blown each other to oblivion long ago. Not that that would have been much of alossto the
universe. Sdf—destructive parasitic vermin soyou al are’

‘| say!” Corneliustook arighteous step forward. Arthur Kobold took arighteous step back.
‘Viol-ent by nature,” he declared. ‘ That’ swhy you have to be managed. Kept under control .’

*And put down if we get out of hand?

“When we deem it necessary, yes. A little plague here, alittle war there, afamine round the corner.
A hit of seasond cuffing never doesthe livestock any harm.

‘Livestock? Corndliuswas gppalled. ‘Isthat dl we areto you, livestock?

‘And vermin,” said Tuppe. ‘Don’t forget vermin. ‘“We endure you.” Arthur sipped at hisdrink. *If |
had my way I’d stamp the lot of you out. And | could do it too. Make a proper job of it. But | don’t run
the show. | am but ahumble minion.’

“Who does run the show? Tuppe asked.

‘The guvnor of course’

* And who' s that? Oberon, king of the fairies? Arthur Kobold laughed. It was not the sound of fairy
bells. “Not him. But you really wouldn’t want to know who.’

‘1 would.” Corndiusground histeeth.

‘No, no, no. That would spoil the joke. And such agood jokeit istoo. Now comeaong, I've
wasted too much bresth on you aready.’

‘WhereisHugo Rune? Cornelius asked.

‘Not him again.’

‘Himagan.

‘That manisathornin our flesh.’

‘1s? Corndiusmanaged asmdl amile. ‘Not was?

‘Is, was, it' s neither here nor there. Now hurry up. We have spoken enough. The ocaring, if you
please, the route map and the A-Z. | will put you back into your own time and you can wake up in the
morning with anice fat bank balance. What more could you ask for?

“Much more than that.” Annaturned on her bar stool and struck Arthur Kobold a devastating blow
tothechin.

It was amasterstroke.

Andthefairy felafel.
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It was il three minutes past two. And it looked like being that way for sometime yet to come.

Corndlius, Tuppe, Annaand Arthur Kobold were now in Jack Murphy’s garden shed. Cornelius
wasin agtate of near to absolute fury.

‘Bastard!” he cried, as he paced where he could in the crowded outhouse. * Bastard. Bastard.
Bastard.’

The reason for this uncharacteritically uncouth language was quite specific and it did not concern
certain remarks about ‘vermin’ and ‘livestock’. It concerned a certain silver car. And the loss thereof.
Because, when Tuppe, Annaand Cornelius had carried the unconscious Mr Kobold from The Four
Horsemen, the car was gone. Someone, or some thing, had stolenit.

‘Bagtard!” shouted Cornelius Murphy.

Tuppe upended apail of water above the head of Arthur Kobold.

‘| bet that would have woken him, if it had come out.” The small fellow peered up into the upturned

‘Smack him about a bit,” said Cornelius.

‘With pleasure,” Tuppe hastened to oblige.

‘Let me,’ said Anna. ‘My handsare bigger.’

‘What, what and when? Arthur Kobold came dive. * Stop hitting me.’

‘Whereismy car? Corndlius demanded.

‘| haven't got it

‘But | bet you know aman who has. The AA fairy, wasit?

‘I don’t know. | was supposed to collect it. Y ou' ve got the key. Keep this mad woman off me.

‘“You'reinbig trouble,” Corndiustold the pro-tester. ‘ Big trouble.’

“You' d better let mego, if you know what’ s good for you. Untie methisingtant. Notice | didn’'t say
thisminute. Little bit of humour there, to lighten the Stuation.’

Corndliustook up the eectric drill. ‘I don’t want to waste any moretimeat al onyou,” hesad. *So
you will now tell me everything | wish to know. Or | will drill out your eyebals’

‘Heav-ey!” said Tuppe. ‘ That's perhapsalittle drastic, isn't it?

‘Not a dl. It sbeing firm, but fair. Arthur under-standsthat. Sacrificing anindividud for the
common good. He d do the same, if the Situation was reversed.’

‘I'msurel wouldn't.” Arthur Kobold sgquirmed uncomfortably.

‘Wl I'm sure you would. So speak up or get your medicine. It's nothing persond.’

‘Hasta la vista, baby,” said Tuppe.

‘Oh comeoff it,” Arthur strained at hisbonds. ‘Let me go. Thedrill does't have aplug onit
anyway.

‘That's OK. The shed doesn't have a power point.’

‘Eh?

‘| was meaning to ask about that.” Tuppe gave his head a scratch.

‘Let mego, you...

‘| think he' sgoing to usethe“V,” word again,” said Tuppe.

‘Let me.” Annatook thedrill from Cornelius. * This needs awoman’ stouch. Y ou two step outside
for amoment. Notice | didn't say minute there, Mr Kobold. But it shouldn’t take too long. It'sknowing
just whereto gtick the drill that matters.’

Arthur made one of those big Adam’ s apple gulp-jobs. ‘Now just you see here—’

‘WE Il be outsdeif you need usthen,” said Cor-nelius.

‘I think I'll put my fingersinmy ears,” said Tuppe. ‘What with dl the screaming and everything.’

‘No. Er... no.” Arthur smiled hideoudy. ‘ Thereis no need for any unpleasantness. | will beglad to
tell you anything you wish to know.’

‘Then where smy car?

‘1 don’'t know that.’



‘WE Il be outsideif you need us, Anna’

‘No, don’'t go.” Arthur’ s bottom lip got dl a-quiver. ‘1 do know something.’

‘Mr Kobold, you know everything | wish to know. And you will tdl me’

‘1 will. Ohyes.

‘Ohyes, youwill.” Corndiusamiled a Anna. ‘Y ou can wear my daddy’ s gardening apron if you
want. Shameto get blood al over your T-shirt.’

‘1 know where Hugo Runeis,’ gushed Arthur Kobold.

It was till three minutes past two. But at least it wasn't raining. ‘Wewill haveto walk,” said Arthur
Kobold. * Although | could call you acab.’

“You could,” Corndliusagreed. ‘But it'savery old gag.’

‘Eh? said Tuppe.

‘No,” said Arthur. ‘Call uscdl acab, to savethewalk.’

Cornelius shook hishead carefully. ‘ Thewak will do usgood.’

‘I"d prefer the cab,” said Tuppe.

‘Not his cab, youwouldn't.’

‘Quite s0, Cornelius. Which way then, Mr Kobold?

‘Thisway.” Arthur Kobold set off. Hishandsweretied at hissides. A rope had been secured
around his neck. Annaheld theend of this. Tightly.
‘It sjust the other side of Kew Bridge,” said Arthur Kobold.

It' sagood ten-minute walk from Moby Dick Terrace to Kew Bridge. And it was nearly four
minutes past two by the time they got there. Nearly, but not quite.

Hafway over the bridge they came upon ascene of no smal singularity. A large green muscular
thingy leaned upon the parapet. It was captured in the act of drawing on ahandmade cigarette and wore
ablissful look upon its gruesome visage.

A few short feet behind it another figure was posed. This one was attired in mud-bespattered
underlinen.

Clasped in hands, held high above aface that wore an anything but blissful expression, wasashining
blade. The second figure was frozen in the act of plunging down this blade into the large and vulner-able
backside of thefirdt.

‘Oh dear,” said Arthur Kobold. * That’ s not sup-posed to happen. Would you mind if | just made
one or two adjustments?

Corndius amiled grimly. ‘ That would hardly be sporting.’

‘But he'sgoing to ... Owww!” Arthur Kobold legpt into the air.

‘So sorry.” Annaexamined thetip of the power drill.

‘Kegp that woman off me.’

‘Get moving,” said Corndlius Murphy.

They stood before the house of Hovis.

‘Thisisit, said Arthur. “Y ou can untie me now.

‘I think not.” Corndliuslooked up at the great dark house. It was afine enough building.
Con-structed to one of Sir John Soane’ s neo-classica designs. Demondirating his predilection for
horizontal skylines and love of an aurorain the tympanum of the central pediment. This latter being a
well-placed detail, which, dthough smdl, conferred a certain distinction to the devation.

‘And Hugo Runeishere?

‘Bottom bell,” said Arthur. * The one marked A. THOTH.’

‘A Thoth? Corndlius asked.

‘Well, you didn’t expect it to read H. Rune?

‘Oh. | don't know. But then, | don’t redlly expect H. Runeto beinthere’

‘But heis. Go on, press the button.’



Corndius gtretched forward along dim finger, but he could not quite bring himsdlf to pressthe
button. Somewhereinsde his head, the needle of suspicion fluttered into the red zone.

‘Perhapsit would be better if you pressed it, Mr Kobold.’

‘With pleasure. Untie my hands.’

‘Useyour nose.

‘Ohredly!’

Annameade little drilling noiseswith her mouth.

Arthur craned his nose towards the bell push.

“Er, just amoment.” Tuppe put up his hand to speak. ‘ Before anyone presses anything, there' sjust a
couple of smal points!’d like cleared up.’

‘Speak on, my friend,” said Corndlius.

‘Well,” Tuppe began, ‘| have been following dl this quite carefully. And if Hugo Runeredly isin
there, how is he going to open the door? | mean, if we' rein adifferent time frame from everyone ese on
earth, wewill beinvishbleto him and he'll just be astatue to us. Oh, and the bell-push won't ring the bell,
will it? Remember the telephones and the bottles that won't pour and everything?

‘Ah,” said Corndius. ‘ Good points. What do you think, Mr Kobold, good points?

‘Very good points.” Arthur Kobold made an uneasy face. This being aface which now displayed
sgnsof uneaseto an even greater degree than the one which he was previoudy wearing. Which had
already had agreat amount of unease on it. So to speak. ‘1deas anyone?

‘| haveone,’ said Anna.

‘I thought you might,” said Arthur Kobold. ‘ Doesit involve you sticking that drill up my bottom
agan?

‘No. It involves you voiding the spell.’

‘Void the spell? Arthur took a step backwards. But just the one. Annaheld him tightly by the halter
rope. ‘1 have no ideawhat you mean, young woman.’

‘Oh, | think you do.” Annalooped the rope around her hand and gave it asgnificant jerk. ‘This
different time frame business sucks. And do you want meto tell you why?

Cornedliuslooked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

‘Yesplease, they said.

“Then | will. | don't pretend to understand how “magic’ works. Before tonight. | would have
doubted that it worked at al. But | do understand some things about the laws of motion. So tel methis, if
we' redl moving faster than a speeding bullet, how come we aren’t experiencing friction from the
surrounding air? If we were moving that fast under norma circumstances, we' d be glowing white hot by
now, having first had the flesh stripped straight off our bones, of course. But we' re not, Mr Kobold, are
we?

‘Ah,” said Arthur. * It would appear not. Although | am experiencing adegree of sweetiness at the
present time.”

‘So,” Annacontinued, ‘it ismy supposition that we are held within some kind of protective cocoon.
A magica cocoon.

‘She’sgood for agirl, isn't she? said Tuppeto Cornelius.

Annaturned aglare towardsthe smdl felow. * Y ou will get asmack’, said she, ‘if you make any
more remarkslike that.’

‘Sorry,” said Tuppe.

‘| should think so too. Now, if you and Cornelius would care to bend Mr Kobold over, | will drill all
the necessary details out of him.’

‘“No no no.” Arthur edged his back to thewall. ‘No need for any of that. It isaspell, yes. But it's
not my spdll. It belongsto the guvnor. It'shis specia birth-day spell. I'm not supposed to useit.’

‘Then why did you?

‘Because you stole the guvnor’ sfavourite car. The darm went off in my office. It seemed the best
thing to do at the time. We couldn’t have anyone seeing that car. The guvnor was adeep, so | used his



spell. Why couldn’t you have stolen one of the other cars? There' s hundreds of them in there to choose
from.

‘Hundreds? Cornelius made with the open mouth. *Oh dear,” said Arthur Kobold. *You didn’t see
al therest then?

‘Void the spdll,” said Anna. ‘And do it now.

‘| can't. It smore than my job’ sworth. The spell isonly to be used once ayear, on the guvnor’'s
birth-day. And only by him. You'll just haveto get used to lifein the fast lane, I'm afraid.’

‘Thebastard,” said Tuppe. ‘He never had any intention of returning usto our normal time.”

‘Down with hispants,” said Anna. ‘I’ ve had quite enough.’

‘No,” wailed Arthur. ‘No, no, no.

‘Then void the gpdll. Thisisthelast time of asking.’

‘All right. All right. But you' Il haveto untie my hands’

‘I'll beright behind you.” Annagestured with the drill. * One dodgy move and it’ sthe sted!
suppository for you.’

‘No dodgy moves. | swear.’

‘Right then. Corndlius, untie his hands’

‘Certainly.” Cornelius loosened theropes. ‘ There now,” he said. * Do your thing.’

‘“Hm.” Arthur pressed hisfingersto histemples and began to rock gently on hishedls. And then he
uttered the magic words. They appeared to be the standard bogus-latin gobbledegook that you get in the
movies. But, then, thiswasn't the movies. Thiswasred life. Oh yes.

There was a crash, abang, awallop and the sound of water going the wrong way down the
plughole. And then.

Corndiusfélt the breeze on hisface. And amillion smells rushed into his nogtrils. He opened his
eyes, because evidently he must have closed them, and he saw that the world was right once more.

Widl, dmost right. Annawasthere. And Tuppe wasthere,

But Mr Kobold wasn't there. And neither were the ocaring, the route map or Rune' s annotated
A-Z.
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‘Have at you, varlet!” The hands of Hovis drove down the sted, thrice blessed. Right up to the
pommel in the big green beast’ s backside.

The creature pat reefer, mingled with profanity, and screamed. Inspectre Hovis turned his blade.
Y ou have my diamonds, | believe,” said he, administering another vicioustwigt.

* ©00000000000000000000000000N!" Went the creature.

And then, BANG!

It was a particularly messy kind of aBANG! Inspectre Hovis was showered with odorous ooze. He
toppled backwards as the fetor engulfed him.

When hewas ableto rise, which he did to the accompaniment of much coughing, spluttering and
gagging generdly, he became aware of two things. The creature had gone. But so too had the diamonds.

‘1t would seem that we have egg on our faces,” said Corndlius Murphy.

‘Andjam.” Tuppelicked hislips. ‘ Strawberry jam.’

‘The bastard!” Annathrew her handsin theair. ‘Look a me. Look at me.’

Now, atal, seventeen-year-old woman can look good in most things. Dressed evenin aplastic
bin-liner, she can seem like heaven. But carrying off that covered-in-banana-custard-from-head-to-toe
look, that’ s asking alot. And certainly more than Anna Gotting was prepared to be asked.

‘Look at my T-shirt! That was signed by thelead singer! Look at my hair! Oh my God!” She turned
upon Corneliuswith the fury that hell hath none of. * Thisisdl your fault, you bloody clown!’

‘My fault? Corndiuswiped egg from hisface. ‘| don’t think that’ s atogether fair.’

‘Fair? Fair? Annamade claws. Bright yellow ones. ‘“Wdl,” said Corndlius, ‘1 wasfor pressing the
bell-button. | was quite prepared to overlook the obvious fact that we were defying the laws of motion.
At least until I"d got to meet Hugo Rune. | would have broached the subject then, of course.

‘What? What? Annaplucked at her T-shirt.

‘Er, excuse me..” Tuppe raised his hand once more. ‘ Perhaps we might push the bell-button now. |
mean, if Hugo Runeisin there, maybe he' d let us use his bathroom.’

“You pressit.” Anna svoice roseto perilous heights. * Push the bell, bang the bloody knocker. Do
what you damn well please. But I’ ve had enough. Y ou can stick your Forbidden Zones. Stick your
faries. Stick their magic spdls. Stick Hugo Rune and hiswonderful water car, which you logt! Stick it all
and gtick yourselves. You areafool, Cornelius. And you, Tuppe, you re quite unspeskable.’

‘Doesthis mean that sexud intercourseis out, then? the smal fellow enquired. ‘Ouch!” he
continued, asagticky ydlow fist caught him squardly in the face.

‘And stick your stupid old jokes. I'm finished. Goodbye.” And with that she turned about and
stormed away across Kew Green. Not quite as pretty as a picture.

The two lads watched her go.

“Y ou might have handled that amite better,’” said Cornelius, when shewasfindly out of sight.

Tuppe rubbed his chin. ‘ Good riddance,’” said he.

‘Good riddance? What do you mean?

‘Well.” Tuppe stiny face puckered and his bottom lip got a definite quiver on. * She spoiled things,
Cornélius. It was much better when it was just the two of us. The Epic Duo, eh?

‘But weweren't very epic. We velost everything thistime.”

Tuppe began to blubber. “You'll figureit out, I know you will. And we dways get girlsalong the
way. You don't need her hanging around al thetime.’

* She did come up with some rather good idess.’

“Y ou come up with ideas dl thetime.” Tuppe sniffled and snuffled. Cornelius offered him the use of
his hankie, anice oversized red gingham one.

‘Have ablow.’

‘Thanks.” Tuppe made great foghorn noises into the handkerchief.

‘I'msorry,” hesad.



‘It sOK. WEll get by.’

‘Of coursewewill. You and me, eh?

“You and me.

Tuppe made another mighty blow into the hand-kerchief before offering it hack. ‘ Thanks.’

Cornelius considered the sodden germ-carrier. ‘Keep it hesaid. ‘A present.’

‘Thanks very much.” Tuppe stuffed the thing down the front of his dungarees. * So what do we do
now? he asked with considerable bright and breeziness. * Ring the bell? See if your real daddy isat home
to calers?

‘No. | don’'t think so. It occursto me now that the name Thoth ringsabit of abdll itsdf. Asinthe
Egyptian god Thoth.’

‘And isthat bad?

‘It could be when you trandate the name into Greek. That would make it Hermes. Hermes
Trismegistusto be precise.’

‘Oh shit.” Tuppe took a step back from the front door. *Asin Train of Trismegistus?’

‘That would be the one.

‘Best not ring for service, then?

‘Best not. Let’s go home and get some deep. WE ve screwed up quite enough for one night.’

‘ Another day, another ocaring, isthat what you' re saying?

‘Something of that nature, yes’

‘Then might | trouble you to give me apiggyback? My legsare dl walked out.’

‘That’, said Cornelius Murphy. smiling like agood' n, ‘would be my pleasure’

Ingpectre Hovis had quite forgotten the meaning of the word ‘ pleasure’ . He now sat in the guitter,
cleaning the blade of his swordstick on a discarded Kentucky Fried Chicken box. A young woman all
covered in custard had just passed him by. The two of them had clashed terribly, colourwise, and she
had |ooked him up and down and denounced him as a pervert. The Inspectre shook his head. It wasan
un-funny old world and no mistake.

Hovis shook green dimefrom hisfingers and climbed to hisfeet. He wasrightly perplexed.

Itisafact, well known to those who know it well, that al policemen above the rank of sergeant are
not only Freemasons, but Jesuits. The reason for thisis quite obvious when you think about it. The
coming of the Millennium and the inevitable appearance of The Antichrigt.

The exact dates and details of these earth-shattering events are known only to achosen few. The
Pope, hiswife and their son Colin. Just how the pontiff came by this privileged information isabit of a
mystery. Some say that the dates and details were edited out of the New Testament, during its
trans-lation from the origina Greek, in the year 999. Others, and this seems very much morelikely, that
the Pope is on first-name terms with the Almighty, who regularly dropsin for acappuccino and a
‘feet--up’ infront of thetdly, to watch the Italian football.

But, bedl thisasit may, the Church of Rome, seeking as ever to better thelot of the common man,
has, over the years, taken certain stepsto prepareitsalf for the big showdown.

Making sure that the police forces of theworld are inits back pocket being just one of them.

Inspectre Hovis had mused upon the foregoing many times since his compulsory initiation into the
Jesuit brotherhood. But he hadn’t believed one word of any of it.

But dl thisbusnesstonight had him rightly per-plexed.

The Ingpectre sheathed his now once-more-immaculate blade and flexed his shoulders. He had best
be away home before somebody reported him to the police.

Hedidn't seethe silver car until it was amost upon him.

It came without much sound, but at considerable speed. Asit mounted the pavement the Inspectre
and the driver stared for the briefest of momentsinto each other’ seyes. And then the great detective
legpt for hislife. Over the parapet of the bridge and down into the icy depths of the River Thames.

Cornelius gaped in horror. He d seen the whole thing. And now the Silver car was heading straight in



hisdirection.

‘Oh bugger!” Thetdl boy turned and took flight, clutching the now dumbering Tuppe about his
shoulders. The slver car whistled after him.

Corndiusdid not run down the middle of the road, asthey do in the movies. He knew better than
that. He made for the trees of Kew Green.

The silver car bumped up on to the turf, goug-ing grest ruts out of the grass. A strongly worded
letter, from the local residents’ committee to the Home Secretary, would be penned the following day,
regarding these ruts. Although they would be some-what far down thelist of complaints, asalot worse
wasto follow thisnight.

Cornelius dodged in and out of the oak trees, seeking alow bough to swing up on. But al had been
clipped againgt such possible outrage.

‘Bugger,’ puffed the runner.

Theslver car swerved after himin hot pursuit.

‘Wake up, Tuppe. Werein big trouble’

‘7777777777777, Went Tuppe.

The church on Kew Green isahigtoric affair. Designed by Sir Christopher Wren, it presentsa
wedlth of period detail to the lover of ecclesiastical architecture. The transept to the north is of particular
interest, with itsfan vaulting and distinctive gilded funerary escutcheons.

Thomas Gaingborough lies buried in the church-yard and the walls enclosing thiswere built high
againg the ‘resurrection’” men. They remain high to thisday. They may be scaled, usng consderable
care, but asto ‘legping them in asingle bound’ ? No way.

Corndius suddenly found himsdlf pressed up agains the south-facing wall, with nowhere left to run.
The slver car moved forward, catching him to perfection inits headlights.

Thetdl boy straightened the deeper on his shoulders and raised ahand to tir him from hisrest. But
then he thought better of it. If they were both to die here, smashed up against agraveyard wall, perhapsit
was kinder that Tuppe didn’t know about it. He could apologize later. In heaven.

Thesdlver car ploughed forward and Corndlius stood his ground.

It pulled up not three yards away and stood, its engine throbbing.

Cornelius shielded hiseyesto the glare, clung to Tuppe with one hand and made afist with the other.

‘I'mready,’” said he.

The passenger door swung dowly open, and avoice called out the now legendary words, ‘ Come
with meif youwant tolive’

Corndius squinted into the headlights' beam. * Mr Schwarzenegger, isthat you?

‘Don't beadlly arse,’ thevoicereplied. ‘ Get into the car. They are close behind.’

And close behind they were. Acrossthe green four sets of headlights swept into view. They diced
be-tween the trees and across the grass. They were very close behind.

Without further words spoken. Cornelius dragged Tuppe from his shoulders, cradled himin hisarms
and ducked for the silver car.

The driver put the vehicle into reverse and spun the whedl around.

‘It might be appropriate, at thistime, that you position your head firmly between your knees.
Sud-den impact is a predictable circumstance.’

‘Shiva ssheep!” Corndius clutched Tuppe to hisbosom and ducked his head. The driver tore the
car about and bore towards his pursuers. He struck thefirst aglancing blow which sent the tall boy
sprawling to the floor.

‘“Wake up, Tuppe,” sad he.

But Tuppe snored on.

‘I'll show these fellows | mean business,” said the driver.

‘Hold on,” Corndlius clawed &t the dashboard. ‘What' s happening?

‘We are under attack from the forces of darkness. Y ou would do well to maintain the*“crash
position”. Further concussions arereliably forecast.” The driver did anifty handbrake turn and
sde-swiped an on-coming vehicle, ralling it into atree, whereit did theright thing and burst into flame.



‘A satisfactory result,” said thedriver. ‘1 recdl atimein Shanghai. Lord Lucan and | were engaged
inarickshaw race. Fifty-guineawager. Hislordship had the temerity to have his coolie ebow mine from
the thoroughfare, in just such afashion. Mind you, | evened the score on that occasion. Took out my
pistol and shot the pair of them dead.’

‘Ohgreat,” thought Corndiusto himsdlf. ‘I’ ve hitched aride with apsycho.’

‘I heard that,” said the driver. * Thoughts have wings. And yoursflutter against my ears, eveninthe
pitch of battle. Keep your head down please’

He screeched to ahdt. A car, rushing up from behind, ploughed into the rear with spectacular effect.

The driver laughed uproarioudy. ‘ That stopped the blighter in histracks, what? Two down and two
to go. Shal we make achase of it?

‘Anything you say, friend.

‘Friend me no friends. No friends havel.’

‘“Whatever you say.” Cornelius chanced aglance up from the foetal position he had assumed on the
floor.

He observed a stretch of Fair Ide sock. A goodly spread of Boleskine tweed. Much waistcoat, with
agolden fobchain. Consderable silk cravat. And then awealth of chins.

‘My nameisHugo Rune,’ thedriver said. ‘But you may cal me guru.’



12

Theguvnor’'s court was grand and Gothic. Ancient and imposing. And craving of descriptionin the
medieva manner.

Broad were the flagstones that paved its ample floor and worn were they as glass benegath the tread
of shoelessfeet. Royd tabards, cloth of gold, adorned its sombre walls. And on these tabards beasts and
weird devices were displayed. Wrought thereupon in such adistant age, that nought remained of meaning
but their mgjesty withal.

The guvnor himself was dso old. And though his subjects, far and near, did celebrate his birthdays
with gppropriate occasion, none was there to accurately count the candlesfor his cake.

The guvnor was a0 fat. Prodigious were hislimbs and greset the girth of him each way about. His
middle regions pressed they hugely at abelt as broad asthree hands span and of such length that, stood
upon itsend, thetallest of the court could not stretch up to reach its buckle.

And of hisboots? Histall black boots? Such was the bigness of these boots that, it was said by
those who knew these matters and reported them with truth, the whole tanned hides of bullocks, two in
number, had been employed, without much waste, their cobbling to complete.

And bearded a so was the guvnor, very much indeed. And oh the beard of him, pure white, a
pillow sfill. A pillow?Nay, aduvet. Severd duvets, and a pouffe.

And of the robes of him? Speak of hisrobes? Of regal red were they, what other colour should a
sovereign clothe? And trimmed with ermine, to aniceness, pleasing to behold. Unlessthou art an ermine,
naturdly.

The guvnor was dso drunk thisnight. And in his cups waxed anything but merry.

‘Kobold!" cried the guvnor, and his subject answered, ‘ Sire?

‘Arthur,” said theking. ‘Where have you been?

‘I just popped out,” said Arthur, with his shoes off and his knees bent in abow, ‘my Lord.’

‘Out? Where out? And why?

‘On business, sire. Asever inthe service of your relm.’

‘| see” Theking leaned forward in histhrone. And such athrone was his. So girt and splendid that
no words might vaguely touch its grandeur or convey itsglory, no. So shan't.

‘It hasreached my royd lughol€', said the king, ‘that there has been a spot of bother.’

‘Nothing | can’'t handle, Sre’

‘That’s good to hear. To hear that'sgood. Most truly.’

‘Good,” said Arthur. * Truly good. Then | shdl take my leave. Good night.’

‘Not quite good night | fedl.” The king raised up ahand. And what ahand it was. Bedecked with
rings as splendid as the throne above. If not more so.

‘My liege?

‘My car!’

‘Ah, that.’

‘Ah that indeed. My favourite car. My specid car. Where might it be?

‘| fear’, said Arthur, wringing out his hands, ‘that it has been appropriated.’

‘Asin stolen, you mean?

‘Regrettably yes, sre. The lad Murphy, whom | recently employed to recover certain documents
which threatened our security, he gained accessto your private car park. Drove off in the motor.’

‘Then get after him.’

‘I did, sre’

‘And? Theking sghed hugely (and such asghwashis, etc.).

‘There was some unpleasantness. And whilst | was otherwise engaged, the car was stolen once
more. By another party.’

* And this occurred whilst you were using my birthday spell?

‘Ah,” said Arthur, wringing away likeamangle. * Y ou heard about that, then?

‘I amtheKing"’



‘And such aking areyou,” said Arthur. * August, proud and true. And of awisdom sound and fair
and—

‘Dropit, Kobold. Wetired of the medieva twaddle.’

‘Sorry, sre.” Arthur hung his head.

“Y ou used my specid spdl without permission.

‘In order to recover your car, Sire.

‘“Which you did not do.’

‘No, sre. But am doing now.’

‘Ohyes?

‘Oh yes, dre. | despatched four of your bodyguards to drive around the areain search. They cdlled
in afew minutes ago to say that they had located your car and werein pursuit. So dl isredly well and
good. Good night.’

‘“Well and good? The king rocked forward in histhrone and threw his grest asamswide. Y ou
despatched four of my bodyguards? My grest, thick, clumsy, gormless bodyguards?

‘Yes, gre’

‘To drive around the area, did you say?

‘Yes, gre’

‘Inwhat, Kobold? In what are they driving?

‘“Well. | told them to go down to your car park and take whatever they thought would get the job
done’

Theking fell back. His mouth wide open in hishorror. * My bodyguards? Given freerein with my
motor cars? Have you lost al your senses? Are you bereft, Kobold? How could you think of such a
thing? What made you do it? What?

‘Well, sre,” Arthur Kobold chewed upon hisknuckles, ‘you see, it' s not just the matter of your
favourite car. It’ sthe matter of who stoleit from Murphy.’

Theking groaned. ‘Go on,” said he. ‘ Tell me thewordt. If worse there can possibly be!’

‘I'm afraid there can. Far worse. Y ou see, when

Murphy stole the car from your car park, it wasn't entirely empty. | have every reason to believe
that one of our “guests’ had hidden himself insdethe car. A certain category-AAA “guest

*A prisoner has escaped? | mean, “a guest has chosen to leave us?” Which one? Not Elvis?

‘Elvis? Arthur Kobold asked. ‘We don’t have Elvis staying with us, do we?

‘Ah ... er ... mm. Of course not, Kobold. Whatever put that into your mind?

‘Youjust said—

‘No | didn’'t. You must have imagined it. Thereisonly one King. And I’'m he. So speak up, damn
you. Who'snicked my car?

‘Out with it, Kobold.’

‘Spit it out. Or truly will you know my wrath.’
“Hugo Rune,;” said Arthur Kobold. ‘Can | go now, sire, | need thetoilet.’

Hugo Rune put hisfoot to the floor and the sillver car streaked over Kew Bridge towards Brentford.

‘Asarulel rardly drive,” hetold Corndlius. ‘ There are two kinds of peoplein thisworld: those who
St behind awhed and drive, and those who st behind them and tell them whereto drive. | am of the
|atter persuasion.’

“You aremy father,” said Cornelius.

‘Mayhap. However, put asde dl thoughts of faling on my neck with kisses. Our livesare dill in
some peril.”

A gorgeous long-bodied landaulet, which would have found a pride of placein the collection of Lord
Monty, drew level with them. Itsdriver, ahideous great green thingy, yelled something grossin their
direction.



‘One moment’ s pause, before you yet again enjoy the pleasure of my conversation.” Rune drew
down hard on the steering whed, caught the landaul et athunderous blow and sent it spinning from the
road. Corndlius peeped over his shoulder to make what he would of the explosion. Thoughts of the evil
Campbell returned to hismind, and the devagtation he had wrought upon a score of police cars. Like
father like son.

‘Only one remaining now,” said Hugo Rune.

‘If you hang aright after the traffic lights, we can easily lose him in the backstreets and hide out & my
house.

‘What an absurd suggestion. We shal go directly to my manse.

‘Whatever you prefer then. Kindly lead theway.’

‘Now that’, said Hugo Rune, ‘iswhat | do the best.’

They lost thefind car, arare, if not unique example of the Cord, when Rune nudged it off the road
into the newly reglazed front window of Polgar’ s Pet Shop.

From then on the drive became more sedate. They |eft the suburbs of the metropolis behind and
travelled north. And Rune discoursed upon agreat diversity of subjects. Cornelius spoke little and though
athousand questions crowded in his head, he couldn’t get aword in edgeways on. And o, & last, he fell
adeep.

He awoke to find the sun upon hisface and Rune' swords once morein hisear.

‘And that ishow’, said Rune, ‘the scoundrel Eingtein stole my notes and walked off with the Nobel
Prize’

‘Outrageous,” said Corndlius. * Are we there?

‘Behold the manse.’

The car was parked upon asweeping drive of Chichester stone.

Before it rose an ancient country pile, circa 1690. It was fashioned from the granite of the region,
mellowed to agolden hue. The house had a hipped roof, pediment and cornice, which combined with the
classic fagade, so favoured in the period by Inigo Jones. There remained the Gothic touch in the mullion
and transom windows. And near the angles, pilasterstook the place of the usual rusticated quoins.

Rune |eft the car and stretched his limbs before the house. Corndius urged Tuppe into wakefulness.

‘Don’'t shake me all about,” said the small bloke. ‘I’ ve been awake al the time. God, your knees are
bony.’

‘Awake dll thetime, eh? Then | suppose you know where we are.’

‘No,” said Tuppe. ‘I'm quitelost.’

Cornélius viewed Hugo Rune through the wind-screen. * And what do you make of him?

‘He' slooking well onit,” said Tuppe. ‘ Doesn't seem to have aged aday since that picture was
taken.

‘The onewefound in Victor Zenobia strunk?

‘Doyou dill haveit?

‘Of course.” Corndiuswormed the crumpled relic from his pocket. There was Rune, surrounded by
his acolytes, on his birthday, more than half a century before. And no, he hadn’t aged one day, onejct,
or oneiota. Nor had the suit he wore, the same nineteen thirties Boleskine tweed plus-fours number by
al thelooksof it.

Corndiuslooked up from the Rune of yesterday to see the Rune of today waving him to follow.

‘Shall wejoin him? asked Corndlius.

‘Do you smell breskfast cooking?

Cornelius wound down the window and flexed his sensitive nodrils. * And then some,” hereplied.
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Thehall was*baronid’, with ahammerbeam roof. The design of thisroof, however, differed from
most other hammerbeam roofs, in that it carried the great arch-brace through the hammerbeams and
hammer-posts, instead of under the point of junction of the hammerbeam and hammer-post. Thereby
balancing the vertica and oblique thrusts so perfectly asto permit alarge span. Asan additiona vanity,
spandrdl s between the king post and the braces had been filled with cusping.

A long oak table, groaning with averitable banquet, stood &t the centre of this hal. And Hugo Rune
spread out agreat arm and said, ‘ Behold the beano.’

Corndius had never seen such food, nor smelled such smells. The mingling fragrancesrisng from the
exotic fare, as such it was, comprising dishes and delights to baffle the most seasoned gourmet, made
musicin hisnose.

‘Seat yoursalves.” Runetook his place at the head of thetable. * And feast.’

Corndliuslooked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

And they both sat down and feasted.

It took more than an hour for the three of them to get through it al. But they did. The spread was
reduced to a desolation suggestive of asoldier ant march past.

Runelicked clean his plate, released the lower button of hiswaistcoat and belched mightily.
‘Ad-equate,’ said he.

Tuppe grinned through alayer of chocolate cake.

And Corndliussaid, ‘ Incredible’

‘Fair to middling.” Rune dabbed his mouth with anapkin. * Shal we partake of cigars, before we
gravitate to the main course?

‘Main course? Cornelius made with the popping eyes.

‘Unlessyou’ d carefor alittle more starter.’

‘No, I'm fine, thank you.’

Tuppe licked hisfingers and thumbs. ‘ He likes his nosebag, does your daddy.’

‘I'll takeacigar please,’ said Cornelius. ‘| think that we have much to speak of .’

‘Correct in essence, but not in specific detall. | have much to speak of and you have much to listen
to.” Rune plucked along green cigar from abound brass case and poked it into his mouth. He turned the
case towards Cornelius.

‘Thank you.” Thetail boy took out acigar, put it to hisnose and breathed in its glory.

‘Argentine,” Rune hit the end from his cigar and spat it the length of the room. * Roiled upon the thigh
of adusky maiden. It recalsto meatime| spent in that fair land. | had been invited to stay with the
president, old Juan Peron and his passionate wife, Eva. The president wished to purchase the patent for a
bullet-proof garment | had recently perfected. Have you ever heard of the Three-fold Law of Return?

Corndlius nodded and so did Tuppe. But as Rune didn’t trouble to look in their direction, he
continued without pause.

‘The Three-fold Law of Return isan occult law, whereby amagickal current, raised by an
inadequate magician to attack some enemy, reflects, with atriple force, back upon him. And servesthe
bugger right. Incompetencein the Arts Magickal deserves no better reward. My bullet-proof garment,
Rune' s Patent Protector, functioned upon this principle. It reflected the assassin’ s bullet straight back at
him with atriple force. Most effective.

‘Unfortunatdly, | was unableto capitaize on this particular invention. There was some
unpleasantness’

“You meanit didn’'t work,” said Tuppe.

‘Of courseit worked. | invented it. The un-pleasantnessto which | alude was of a personal nature.
The president took exception to the relationship | had formed with hiswife’

‘What? Tuppeféel back in hischair. “Y ou don't mean he caught you shagging her?

‘Tuppe, redly!” Corndliustook hiscigar and stuck it into the smal fellow’ s mouth.



Rune fluttered hisfat fingers. * Shagging is not the word | favour to describe an intimate congress
be-tween two kindred spirits. Although it was the one Peron used when he burst into his bedchamber to
find hiswife and me “taking teawith the parson”.’

‘Stone me,” said Cornelius. *What happened then?

‘Thetardy fellow put me before the firing squad.

“Any fina request?’ he asked. “ Only that your men aim for my heart,” said I, “for it has been my
undoing.” Happily they did. Twelve shots rang out. Twelve men fell dead. Rune’ s Patent Protector,
tried and tested. | Ieft the country with my head held high and my reputation intact.

‘ And the bullet-proof vest? Cornelius asked.

‘Vanished into obscurity? Tuppe suggested.

‘Hardly that.” Rune sucked upon hiscigar. It took flame, which was aneat enough trick, but no
great shakes. ‘ Peron hung on to that. He intended to equip his entire armed force with it. And no doubt
did. Woe betide any nation that dares to wage war upon Argentina.’

Tuppe opened his mouth to speak, but chose to suck upon his cigar instead. Hisdidn't light.

“Where have you been for the last eighteen years? Cornelius asked.

‘Held prisoner within the Forbidden Zones. Waiting for you to release me. And last night you did.’

‘I don't think | did.” Cornelius scratched hiscap. ‘I’ m sure | would remember athing like that.”

“You drovemeout.” Rune puffed upon hiscigar. ‘In my own car.

Tuppe affected an expression of supreme en-lightenment. *Y ou were hiding in the boot.’

| certainly was not! Rune does not lurk in car boots like a spare whedl. | was sitting in the rear seet.’

‘Therewas no-onein therear seat,’” said Corndlius.

‘Ohyestherewas.’

‘Oh no therewasn't.’

‘He's behind you,” caled Tuppein apantomime voice.

Rune delved into awaistcoat pocket, brought out something unseeable, stretched it between his
hands and promptly vanished from sight.

‘Themantle of invishility,” said the voice of Rune. ‘| ways carry apiece for my private use. After
al, l inventedit.

There was adight swish and Rune regppeared. * Convinced? he enquired.

‘Convinced, said Corndius. ‘But how did you know we d find our way into that particular zone, a
that particular time? And choose to drive out that particular car?

‘1 made certain calculations. Y ou need not concern yoursalf with these. But sufficeit to say, | merely
sat in the car and awaited your arrival’

‘Well,’ said Cornélius, ‘I hopel didn’t keep you waiting long.’

‘Not long,” said Hugo Rune. * Just the eighteen years.

Polly put the Portakabin kettle on. * Rough night? she asked.

‘Rough night?’ Inspectre Hovis emptied the contents of his nose into amonogrammed
handkerchief. * Something inhuman attacked me last night. Some baly great green ghadtliness. If | hadn’t
kept my nerve and employed my sted, thereis no telling how things might have ended. A lesser man
would surely have. perished.’

Polly turned up her eyes. ‘Redlly? shesad.

‘Redlly. But that’ s not the half of it. Having defeated this-supernatural adversary, | was then forced
to legp from Kew Bridge, in order to avoid being run down by abally joyrider. Do you know what it's
like & the bottom of the Thames?

‘Modtly clay, | suppose. Hydrated duminium silicate, quartz and organic fragments, sedimentary
rocks and other deposits. A certain amount of aluvia matter

Hovis ground histeeth and pocketed his hankie. * Thank you,” said he. ‘1 experienced it at firsthand.
If I didn’t hold an Olympic Silver for the high dive and the Athenaeum Club record for remaining face
down inapunchbowl of Pol Roget, thereisno telling how things might have ended.’

‘A lesser man would surely have perished,” said Polly, fighting hard to keep a straight face.



‘Without doubt. But that’ s not the hdf of it. Having dragged my frozen body from theicy waters, |
attempt to make my way home. And what do | find?

Polly shrugged.

‘| find that Kew Green has become awar zone. Upturned cars blazing away. The fire brigade out in
force and our lads preparing to baton charge the loca resdents committee. And if that’ s not enough.’

‘Goon, sad Pally.

‘| then redlizethat | have lost my front-door key.’

Polly chewed upon her bottom lip.

‘But that' s not the half of it. As| am attempting to gain entry to my own premises, through aside
window | know to be open, ayoung con-stable legps out with apistol in his hand and orders meto “get
up againgt the wail and spread’ m, buddy” .’

Polly turned her face away and fought againg hilarity.

‘ Congtable Kenneth bloody Loathsome. | shdl do for that blighter. And | will do for the joyrider
aso. | caught aglimpse of hisgreat grinning mug. And | never forget aface, especidly whenit'sonel
have onfile. Hovis scribbled a name on a piece of regulation police-issue notepaper and handed it to
Pally. * Pull this gentleman’ sfile for me, if you can manageit without hysteria’

‘Yes, gr,” said Pally.

‘But now | think acup of Lapsang would not go amiss. | fed asif | have been through some
baptism of fire. And after the horrors and indignities that have been hegped upon me, | truly believe that
nothing this day can throw in my direction could faze me onelittle bit.’

‘Thet ispleasing to hear’, said Polly, warming the pot up, ‘because I’ ve just remembered, Chief
In-spector Lytton wanted to see you in his office. Urgently. Ten minutes ago.

Corndlius, Tuppe and Hugo Rune sat puffing on their green cheroots.

‘1 will tdl you alittle story,” said Hugo Rune, ‘to fascinate and entertain you before the arriva of the
main course’

‘Goodo,” whispered Tuppeto Corndlius.

‘Sssh,’ sad thetdl boy.

And Rune began. ‘ There was ayoung fellow called Breeze—'

“Whose dongler hung down to his knees? Tuppe asked. ‘1 think | know thisone.’

‘Silence!” The mage snapped his fingers and Tuppe collapsed in hischair, flapping at hisface.

Corneliuslegpt to hisfriend’ s assstance. *What have you done to him?

‘Just quietened him down for afew moments.’

‘If you've hurt him ... Corndliusfought to pull Tuppe s hands away from hisface. Tuppe looked up
at him with frightened eyes and gestured frantically. He no longer had amouth.

Corndius glared back at Hugo Rune. ‘ That isan evil trick.’

‘Itisnotrick, | assureyou.” Thevoice belonged to Tuppe. And it came from Tuppe s mouth. A
mouth that now occupied the centre of Hugo Rune' s forehead.

‘Put it back,” growled Cornelius.

‘Asyouwill."” Runewiped his hand across hisforehead and fluttered hisfingers once morein the air.
Tuppe s mouth returned to its place of origin. ‘Bastard,” it said.

‘Keep it closed from now on,” Rune advised, ‘or | will transport it to apart of your body that will
ensure you never again dineout in public.’

‘Best do ashe says,” said Corndlius.

Tuppe coughed smoke. ‘I’ ve swalowed my cigar,” said he.

Cornelius passed him aglass of water.

‘Now, said Rune. ‘ There was ayoung fellow called Breeze” He paused.

‘Kindly continue,” said Corndlius. ‘It' sfascinating so far.’

‘ThisBreeze , said Rune, ‘was acommon thief A housebreaker. He stole without conscience,
because, having never owned ahouse, or items precious to himsdlf, he did not understand their
importance to others. The common mind can understand nothing but the commonplace. Y ou



understand? Rune tapped ash from his cigar on to the table and drew circlesinit. ‘1 will not tire you with
acataogue of Breeze s crimes. As helacked conscience, they were naturdly vindictive. His enterprise
brought misery to many.

‘Now, there lived near Breeze an ancient fellow. Bent of back and ragged in the day-wear
department. He inhabited a house, once grand, but now as bent and ragged asits owner.

‘Breeze became convinced that this ancient was possessed of great wealth. And Breeze considered
him afruit, ripe for the picking. And so, one night, he took up hisjemmy and hisflashlight and gained
unlawful entry to the premises.

“He moved from room to darkened room, but nothing could he find. The house was empty of al
furniture, thefloorslad bare, thewals, of pictures, unreplete. All that there wasin that house was a great
and terriblesilence.

‘But Breeze crept on through it, opening doors before him, until, at last, he came upon a centra
-chamber. He entered thisand Bang!’

Rune brought his greet fist down upon the table and the hall plunged into darkness.

‘Help,” wailed Tuppe.

‘Bang,” said Runein the darkness. ‘Hisflashlight had gone out and he was dll donein the utter
blackness of the grave. And then...” Rune clapped his hands together and the light returned. Exactly
where from was anyone' s guess. From the same placeit disappeared to, probably.

‘Get off me, Tuppe.” Corndlius prised the small fellow from hislap and dumped him back on to his
chair. ‘Behave yoursdf.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Theroom filled with light,” said Hugo Rune. * And there stood the ancient. He was smiling. Like
this” Rune made ahideous grin.

‘| need thetoilet,” whispered Tuppe. -‘Crossyour legs,’ Rune ordered.

Tuppe crossed hislegs.

‘Smiling,” Rune continued. * He beckoned to Breeze. “I believe you have cometo seethis,” he said,
indicating something which stood upon apedestal, covered with asilken cloth. “My treasure.”

‘The ancient removed the cloth and Breeze drew near to see the wonder revealed. It was a perfect
miniature of the room in which he now stood, precisein every detail. But it was more than just some
architect’ smode. Thiswas something atogether unique.

‘ As Breeze gared down into the moded, his eyesfell upon two smal figures, standing withinit. One
was old and ragged. And the other was himsdlf.

Breeze leaned nearer, that he might study thismarvel. And, ashe did so, thetiny facamile of himself
did likewise. It was somehow animated.

‘Breeze took astep backwards and histiny facamile did likewise. Heraised hisarm and it raised its
arm. “What you see, Mr Breeze,” the ancient explained, “isamicrocosm. It isareflection. Takethis” He
handed Breeze amagnifying glass. “ Study the pre-cison”

‘Breeze took the lens and peered at the model. He saw himsdlf, in each and every detail. Theimage
now held amagnifying glass and was studying an even smdler modd room. Which, of course, contained
another copy of himself, studying another tiny room. And so on and so on and so on. It was atreasure
indeed.

‘The ancient spoke once more. “As above, so below,” he said. “Microcosm and macrocosm. It has
been my life swork to createit. It ismy life. Will you take thisfrom me, Mr Breeze, asyou have taken
S0 many things from so many people?’

‘Breeze eyed the ancient and he eyed the model room. Within it his doppelganger did likewise. And
then Breeze struck.” Rune smote the table once more to the terror of Tuppe. *He struck and he struck
and he gtruck. With hisjemmy, he struck down the creator of the marvel. Struck him down and killed
him. Dead.’

‘Golly,” said Tuppe.

‘Quite so. The treasure was now his. Breeze feasted hiseyesupon it. It was dl his. Thiswonder
beyond price. But it did not please him. Even now that he possessed it. It did not make him happy. And



why?

‘Because it now contained the image of himsalf standing over hismurder victim? Cornelius asked.

‘Quiteso,” cried Rune. ‘ Thereit was, you see. The damning evidence. The thing of infinite beaty,
now soiled. So what should he do? Smash it to smithereens? Too dragtic. Destroy the damning
evi-dence? That wasit. Reach into the modd, pluck up thefigure of himsalf and snap it between his
fingers. Thework of amoment. Asabove, so below.

‘And that’ s exactly what he did. He delved into the model, fascinated to see that hislittle duplicate
did likewise. And he squeezed it to alifeless pulp.

‘It was the last thing he ever did. The police came across his body some days later. Lying therein
that central chamber. The coroner’ sreport stated that it was dmost asif some great hand had descended
from above and crushed himto alifeless pulp.’

Tuppe fought with his crossed legs. Y ou mean...’

‘Asabove, so below,” said Rune. * And as below, so above. For ever and ever, in each direction, up
and down, and around and about. My uncle told me the story. And | tdll you.

‘Isit meant to be adlegorica? Corndlius asked.

‘No. It'smeant to be true’

‘Ah,” said Corndlius.

“You don't believeit, then? Runelooked sur-prised.

‘| didn't say that. It'sjust, well—'

‘Wl what?

‘“Well, what happened to the model and the body of the old man?

Tuppe was about to suggest that they might well have vanished into obscurity, but he thought better
of it.

‘1 embellished the story dightly,” said Rune, ‘to make it moreinteresting. The ancient did not actualy
die. Helived on for some years afterward.’

‘Before vanishing with histable into obscurity? asked Corndlius. Tuppe hid hisface.

‘Before bequeathing the table to my uncle,” said Rune. *Who in turn bequegthed it to me. It isthere,
standing in the corner. Would you care to have alook at it?
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Asthe Inspectre’ s security key, which gained him access to the express ift, was now at the bottom
of the Thames, amongst the hydrated aluminium sili-cate, quartz, organic fragments, sedimentary rocks
and other deposgits (not to mention acertain amount of aluvial matter) Hovis was forced to teke the
dairs.

Had he not held the Argyle and Southern High-landers Hill Y omp trophy for afull three years, there
isno tdling how things might have ended. A lesser man would certainly have perished.

Ingpectre Hovis straightened his spare regimenta necktie, dicked back a brilliantined forelock,
suared the immaculate shoulders of his other suit and stood to attention before the door which had so
recently been his.

His name was no longer uponit. A large new brass plate engraved with the words. CHIEF
INSPECTOR LYTTON. KNOCK AND WAIT. wasfirmly screwed inits place. It looked anything but
temporary. Knock and wait! Hovis swung open the door and marched Straight in.

And he was not pleased at what he saw. Chief Inspector Brian Lytton had made himsdlf very much
at home. All trace of Hovis, other than for his precious Louis XV ormol u-mounted, kingswood and
parquetry kneehole desk, the gift of a grateful monarch, had been wiped away. The walls were now
painted afrightful puce. Horrid computer things flanked them and the carpet was definitely of a
man-made fibre. A large framed print of white horses coming out of the sea hung near the window.

Excruciating! Ingpectre Hovisviewed it dl with distaste.

Especidly the man behind the desk. Chief In-spector Lytton was short, stout and baby-faced, with
that fresh scrubbed look. He had little piggy eyes. His suit was double-breasted.

He sat behind the roya desk, drinking from a paper cup. An Olympic logo of cup stains bastardized
the priceless surface.

‘I didn’t hear you knock,” he said.

‘I did,” Hovisreplied. ‘ Severd times’

‘I really must get abdll ingtalled then. The door is quite thick and | fear it presentsdifficultiesfor
those enfeebled officers of advancing years, who no longer retain the strength in their right arms.’

Hovis moved hismouth, asif in gpeech, but uttered no words.

‘Sorry? said Lytton. ‘I didn’t catch that.’

‘| said, you' d better get agreat big bell,” Hovis shouted. ‘ In case you have a problem hearing it.
What with the traffic noise, and everything,” he added politely.

‘Ahyes. Indeed. Sit down then, Hovis. Take a pew.

Hovis sat down.

‘ Settling into the Portakabin dl right?

‘No,” said Hovis. ‘It iscompletely inadequate for my needs. | will certainly need to return to this
office, if | am to successfully ingtigate the secret taskforce operation that | was discussing last night with
the chief of police.” He paused to evaluate the effect of thisoutrageouslie.

‘1 shdl await my briefing from him then,” said Lytton. ‘| happen to be dining with him tonight.’

Benesth the wrong side of his desk, Inspectre Hovis clenched and unclenched hisfists.

‘Now let ustalk of other matters.” The chief inspector set down his paper cup. * Sherringford, might
| cdl you Sherringford?

‘Of course, Brian.’

‘So glad. Now, it behoves meto tell you that, as you may have noticed, the department is currently
going through major restructuring. It isal down to government funding, or the lack of. The recession. Cut
backs. Things of that nature. Someone hasto go. That isthe nub of it

“Wewill be sorry to loseyou,” said Hovis.

‘Me? Ohvery droll. You will haveyour littlejoke’

Hovissmiled. Lytton did not.

‘Weight-puffing, that' s the thing. Some of usare doing it. Others not. Crime figures. Clear-up rates.
Books to be balanced. Not my province redlly. The big boys upstairs. Administration. What do they



know about grass-roots detection? Huh?

‘Nothing.” Hovis shook hishead. ‘Nothing at dl.’

‘Nothing at al. Y ou're so right. But they do have the say-so. Isn't it dwaysthe way?

‘Always,’ said Inspectre Hovis. * So thereyou are.

‘Where? asked Hovis. ‘Wheream |7

‘Out,” said the chief ingpector. *Out on your ear, I’ m afraid. Redundant. Taking an early retirement.
That' swhere.

‘What? went Hovis. ‘What? What? What?

‘Knew you' d takeit like aman. Told them upstairs. Begged them to reconsider, of course. But they
were adamant. Still, look on the bright sde. Give you a chance to spend more time with your wife and
family.

‘1 do not have awife and family.” Hovis gripped the arms of hischair and begantorock ina
digtinctly manic fashion.

‘No wife and family? Then you should get one, my dear fellow. I’ vetwo girls mysdf, eight and ten.
That'saphoto of them over there on the wall. On the ponies’

‘No!" said Hovis. ‘No! No! No!’

‘Bit of ashock, eh? Thought it might be. Given your lifeto the force. Fed like you ve been kicked in
the teeth. Worthless. Thrown on the scrapheap. My heart goes out to you. And if you ever need a
reference, don't hesitate to write!’

‘II" went Hovis. ‘I... |...l..

“No need to thank me. But cut adong now. And don’t forget to hand in your warrant card. End of
the week, eh? Sorry to have to rush you, but we need the Portakabin. Temporary ladies |oo apparently.
What aworld welivein, en?

Hovisrose from his chair. Hewould make it look like an accident, or suicide. The chief inspector,
gtricken with remorse, threw himself from the win-dow.

Chief Ingpector Lytton took aregulation police-issue revolver from histop drawer and pointed it at
his murderer-to-be.

‘Don’'t even think about it,” he said. ‘Now piss off out of my office, before | call apoliceman.’

‘Behold themarvel,” said Hugo Rune, tearing aside the silken cloth.

‘| can’'t behold from down here,” Tuppe com-plained. ‘ Give usalift up, Cornelius.’

‘My pleasure’” Corndius hoisted Tuppe into the viewing position.

‘Crikey,” went the small one. ‘Now that isanest trick.’

‘la7't it though.” Runefluttered his pudgy fingers. Tuppe flinched accordingly. ‘ Do you now
understand the beauty of the thing?

‘It shere” said Corndlius, gazing with consderable awe. ‘ It' saminiature of this room. And of us. |
thought you said it was acopy of that ancient fellow’ s chamber.’

‘A microcosm,” Rune explained. ‘ The deviceis built into the table top. Take the table where you
will. Uncover it, and there displayed will be amicrocosm of the immediate surroundings.’

‘It'svery clever. How doesit work?

‘Have you ever heard of the trangperambulation of pseudo-cosmic anti-matter?

‘Not assuch.’

‘Best not to concern yourself then. 1t works. It isathing of wonder.’

‘And it scaresthe shit out of me,” said Tuppe. ‘Am | redly that small?

‘“You'reashig asyoufed, sad Corndius ‘How do you fed, by the way?

‘ About ready for the main course now.’

‘“Well,” Cornelius put down the Tuppe. ‘ Thank you for showing it to us, Mr Rune.’

‘Forget the Mr Rune, my boy. Y ou may cal me—'

‘Daddy?

‘No, it's4till guru,” said Hugo Rune. * And s0 you see the beauty of my plan.’

‘What planisthis? Corndiuslooked baffled. ‘My plan to bring down the denizens of the Forbidden



Zones!

‘Ah, that plan.” Cornelius nodded gently. Hefet sure that he was much taler than Hugo Rune. But
somehow he always seemed to belooking up at him.

‘Let usdiscussit over themain course,” said Rune. ‘ Come on, Shorty.’

‘Please do not cal my friend Shorty,” said Corne-lius.

‘I wasn't talking to your friend,” said Hugo Rune. ‘1 wastaking to you.’

Ingpectre Hovis returned to the Portakabin. Polly recognized his distinctive door-damming and
didn't look up from her work.

‘“Would you like meto put the kettle on again? she asked.

Hovisdid not reply.

‘| located that file you wanted. It isabig fat one.” Polly roseto hand it over. And found hersdlf
garing into aface which seemed to have aged by at least ten yearsin lessthan haf an hour.

‘Sit down.” Polly reached forward and took Hovis by thearm. *Y ou look dreadful. 1t's probably a
reaction to that Thameswater. Sit down and I’ll cdll for adoctor.’

Hovis alowed himsdf to be helped into the Porta-kabin’ s only chair. It occurred to him, as Polly
fussed about, that he could not recall when helast felt awoman’ s touch upon him.

A dismd groan escaped from hislips.

‘Just tekeit easy,” said Polly. ‘I'll get help.’

‘1 don't need any help,’ the Ingpectre told her. ‘ Thereis nothing physicaly wrong with me. It isjust
that | have received sometragic news.

‘Not adesth in your family?

‘No. | said tragic news!’

“Y ou had best take the rest of the day off, Polly. Or the week, if you please. Y ou must find yoursdlf
another position. | will furnish you with superb references’

‘Y ou're sacking me? What have | done?

‘Not I, Hovis crossed his heart. ‘ Brian “the bastard” Lytton. He has cut me back. | am redundant.’

‘Hecan’'t do that,” Polly protested. ‘I’ veread up on your cases. Y ou’ ve solved more crimes than
anyone dseinthe history of theforce’

‘| am touched that you should show such aninterest,” said Hovis, who truly was.

‘But dl in Brentford,” said Polly. *‘How come you solved every crimein Brentford?

Hovis hung hisheed.

‘But he can’t sack you. Hejust can't.’

‘He can and he has. Early retirement.’

‘Thenweé ll fight him. Y ou must have many connections. Many friendsin high places. Life has no
blessing like a prudent friend. to quote from Euripides’

‘I have no friends,” said Hovis.

‘What, none at al?

‘Noneat all. | have no connections. Everybody hates me.’

‘Everybody?

‘Everybody.’

‘Oh, said Pally. * That makes mefed alot better. | thought it was only me. Hating you, that is’

‘It sanimagething. All weredlly greet detectives have it. The eccentric mannerism, the funny voice,
the strange moustache, the pipe, the tin leg, the penchant for tiny woodland crestures.’

‘Ugh,” said Pally.

‘Mineisbeing hated by everybody.’

‘Oh, | understand. Y ou're asort of anti-hero.’

‘No,” said Hovis. ‘I’'mjust anasty bastard.’

“You'renot so bad.” Polly would have placed a consoling hand upon the immaculate, if now
some-what drooping, shoulder of the great detective, had not the very thought sickened her to the



stomach. *You redly aren’t that bad. Redlly. Certainly you' re arrogant, conceited, short-tempered,
misogynigtic, boorish and boring. No offence meant.’

‘Nonetaken, | assureyou.’

‘But you are a brilliant detective. And so you must not be sacked. What do you intend to do?

‘Pack up and go home, | suppose. Sall my memoirsto a Sunday tabloid. Maybe get aspot on
Crimewatch.’

‘But what about The Crime of the Century? This destiny you told me you had to fulfil? No man or
woman born, coward or brave, can shun his destiny — Homer.’

‘1 have been given until the weekend to put my affairsin order.’

‘A week in politics can be a long time, to quote—’

‘Quote me no further quotes,” said Hovis, ‘please” Polly madefists at the celling. ‘| don’t want to
be made redundant. It sucks on the dole. Surely we can think of something. There hasto be something.’

‘1 did have oneidea,’ said Hovisthoughtfully. ‘1t san old trick, but it might just work.’

‘Tdl me. Tdl me’

“Y ou must swear to keep it secret.’

‘I swear.” Polly licked her finger and made motions above the bosom area. * Cross my heart and
hopeto die’

‘We could discredit Lytton.’
‘Now that is abrilliant idea. What should we do? Ingpectre Hovisleaned back in his chair and
stared unto space.

‘Catch him in acompromising situation. In the arms of some harlot. Burst in, camerain hand.
Flagrante delicto. The deed isdone. | think that would do thetrick.’

‘ And serve the bugger right too. Jumped-up little shit.’

‘Quite so. Right then. I'll pop out to Boots and

get somefilm for the old box Brownie. Y ou go up to his office, whip off al your clothes and
pros-trate yoursalf across the desk. Shal we synchronize watches?

Polly looked a Hovis.

And Hovislooked at Pally.

‘Go and suck,” said Polly Gotting. ‘I’'m off to the Job Centre.’

Unseen hands had replenished the great table and another course lay ready for the digging into.

Rune dug in. And he spoke as he did so. *We must wipe out the beingsin the Forbidden Zones,’
quoth he. *Wipe them out while there are fill afew of usleft.

‘I don't think | quitefollow that.” Cornelius hegped goodies on to hislatest plate.

‘Mankind declines;” said Rune solemnly. ‘We grow fewer every day.’

‘I would hate to be the one to contradict you, er, guru. But the population of theworld is, as ever,
ontheincrease’

‘It isnothing of the sort. Those within the zones grow in number. We decline. Once we were many,
but we grow fewer by the year.’

‘And might | ask how you cometo this con-clusion?

‘Simple mathematics. Allow meto explain.” Runethrust histhumbsinto hiswaistcoat pockets and
regarded his audience.

‘“How many are there of you, personally? he asked Corndlius.

‘Me personaly? One, | suppose.’

‘Correct, one. And how many parents do you have?

“Two,” said Corndius. ‘ Everybody hastwo. A mother and afather.’

‘Correct again. Two. And how many grand-parents?

‘Four,” said Corndlius.

‘ And great-grandparents?

‘Eight.

‘ And great-great-grandparents?



‘Sixteen.’

‘ And great—qreat—qreat—grandparents?

‘Thirty-two.’

‘And 0 it goes on. Every generation you go back, you doubleit. By the time you go back amere
twenty-three generations, you have afigurein excess of four million people. Every one of which was
necessary if you were ever to be born at al. The further you go back, the greater the number of people.’

‘There hasto be something wrong with that,” said Tuppe, giving his head a serious scratch. ‘ But for
thelife of me, I can’t think what.’

‘There cannot be anything wrong with it,” declared Rune. ‘Work it out on a pocket caculator if you
don't believe me. Y ou cannot disprove an Ultimate Truth.’

Tuppe began to count on hisfingers.

Corndius asked, ‘Whereisthis getting us?

“We must wage war upon the Forbidden Zonesnow.” Rune struck the table another mighty blow.

“We must purge the planet of this unseen pestilence. This cankerous bubo, this septic pus-filled—

‘| think we get the picture,” said Cornelius Murphy. ‘We'redl for that. Tuppe and | have sworn
oursalvesto thisvery end. It' sjust that we haven’t made much of asuccess of it, so far.’

‘But that is because you lacked the wisdom and guidance of Hugo Rune.

‘Ah,” said Corndius. ‘Y ou think that wasit then? Rune nodded. ‘ Indubitably. Under my benevolent
leadership, we will stlamp out these “fairies’, devils, morelike. Throw off the shacklesthat constrain
mankind. Raise high the battle sandard of Ultimate Truth.’

‘Do you haveaplan? Corndlius asked.

‘Plan? Do | have aplan?| have astratagem.’

‘“Tdl us, guru,’” said the Tuppe.

Corndiusraised an eyebrow to the small fellow.

‘Itisatwo-part stratagem,” said Rune. ‘ Part one is concerned with drawing the world’ s attention to
the existence of the Forbidden Zones, | will speak of that in good time. Part two deals with the
extermination of those inside these zones. And thisiswhere the ragged ancient’s magica table comesinto
play. Allow meto explain. | have spent many yearsinsde the zones. | am au fait with their layout. There
exigsagreat hail, the hdl of the king. And when part one of the plan has been put into operation, and
thereismuch confusion within the zones, it isto thisgrest hal that the so-called fairy folk will rush. And
suppose that one of usisthere. And the magicd tableis there with them. Use your imagination,
gentlemen.’

Tuppe grinned and pictured himsalf reaching down unto the miniature facsimile of thisgreat hdl to
place his thumb upon the head of Mr Arthur Kobold.

‘Hasta la vista, baby,” said the Tuppe.

Chief Inspector Lytton peered down through the venetian blinds. He watched Polly leave the
Porta-kabin and storm across the car park.

‘And that,” said Lytton, ‘would appear to bethat.” The telephone began to ring and so he picked it
up. ‘Lytton.’

‘Everything sorted? asked avoice.

‘He sclearing out hisdesk.’

‘Good work. You've done very wedll. | think you can expect another promotion within the year.

‘Thank you very much,” said Brian Lytton. ‘Don’'t mention it,” replied the voice of Arthur Kobold.
‘Welook after our own.
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Mickey Minnsawoketo find himsdlf staring at a strange celling. The experience, initsaf, was not
atogether strange. It had happened many times be-fore. But it caught him temporarily off guard. Minns
hagtily shut his eyes and made a serious attempt a a mental rerun of last night’ s closing moments.
Glimpses cameto him. Buying drinksfor policemen. A bottle of Jim Beam thet literdly materidized
beside him. Jack Lane clouting him with awaking-stick. And that was about al redly.

Mickey groaned. Perhaps there' d been some un-pleasantness. Perhaps he wasin the nick. He
opened hisleft eye and took in the celling. Georgian blue. Mickey set freeasmal sigh of rdlief. Not the
caling of apolice cdl then. Police cdll callingswereinvariably white. Stark and intimidatingly so.

Where then? The hospital? No, hospita cellings are generdly green. Hospitals were aways painted
green in the old days. Something to do with dl the blood. And how when you stare at red for along time
and then look away, you see green. Colour opposites, or some such thing. So they painted the walls
green, which was the opposite of red, and when you looked up from the blood, you didn’t see green and
throw up everywhere. Or wasit atradition, or an old charter? Or something? And did they ill paint
hospital's green anyway? Mickey seemed to think that they didn’t.

And so he opened both eyes. Thinking about hospital s aways depressed him. He' d been pumped
out too many times, and had too many eager-faced young interns going on a him about hisliver.

Georgian blue. It was definitely Georgian blue. He' d once owned a guitar that colour which had
bel onged to Jimi Hendrix. But the thing was be-witched and used to feed back in the middle of the night,
when it wasn't even plugged in. Mickey had sold it on to acovenin Acton.

Georgian blue. Who did he know that had a ceiling painted Georgian blue?

And silk pillows? Mickey dug hisfingersinto them. Hewasn't lying on the floor! Hewaslyingin
somebody’ s bed!

There cameto Mickey’ s ear the whisper of silk sheets. And to his senses, the redlization that he was
not alonein this bed.

Mickey turned hishead to the side.

‘Shiva s sheep!” Hewas blinking at ahead-load of golden hair. And now at the face of Anna
Gotting.

‘Good morning, Mickey,” said Anna, yawning and stretching, luxurioudly, with naked arms. ‘1" d bet
you'd like some coffee!

‘l..." Mickey rammed aknuckleinto hismouth. ‘I..."

“Y ou were wonderful,” sighed Anna. ‘Where did you learn al those moves? 1’ ve never “taken tea
with the parson” before. Incredible.’

‘1 ... Mickey fought with hisbrain. Come on, you bastard, he told it. Remember. Please remember.
He jerked upright and began to belabour his skull with hisfigs. ‘ Remember, or I'll smash you to pieces!’

‘Stop it,” Annaleapt to restrain him. She didn’t have any clothes on.

‘Naked!” Mickey doubled the assault on his head.

‘Stopit. You didn’t do anything. | wasjust winding you up.

‘What? Mickey'sfistshoveredintheair. ‘What?

‘1 waswalking home and | found you adeep in a phone box. | dragged you back here and put you
to bed.’

‘Oh,” said Mickey.

‘Oh,’ said Anna.

‘Oh shit!” Mickey struck his head once more.

‘Stop hitting yoursdlf.’

‘I'm sorry.” Minnsfél back on the pillow and draped aforearm over hisface. Not too far to
obscure hisview of Anna s nakedness, but just far enough so she couldn’t see him looking.

Asthe silken sheet covering Mickey’ s mid-section began to rise, Annasaid, ‘ Forget it, Mickey. I'll
get you some coffee’

Sheflipped out of the bed, into a peach-coloured towelling robe and was gone from the room.



Inspectre Sherringford Hovis sat dl done in the Portakabin. And he was actualy smiling. He rubbed
his palms together and considered the big fat file which lay upon the desk. Thefile of Hugo Artemis
Solon Saturnicus Regindd Arthur Rune,

‘| think I can gtate, without fear of contradiction,” said Hoviswith achuckle, ‘that | have definitely
seen the last of that gppalling young woman. Which leaves me two full days, al aone and undisturbed, to
solve The Crime of the Century.’

Now, alesser man, having suffered as Hovis had suffered, under sentence of redundancy, and faced
with the prospect of trying to solve a crime which had yet to be committed, might well have given up the
ghost and tossed himsdlf off some high building.

But not Inspectre Hovis. Soon to become Lord Hovis of Kew. No tosser hel The future peer of the
realm tapped a smiling mug shot of Hugo Rune with the fingertip of accusation.

“You, my finefdlow, hesaidtoit. ‘Y ou, the face a the whed of the speeding silver car. | know
you, don't 1?7 And | know that car. My extensive knowledge of automotive arcanatells me that was
nothing less than the now legendary MacGregor Mathers Water Car. | spy apretty pattern here, and no
mistake. A train from nowhere. Diamonds from nowhere. A green demon from God knows where. And
the return of Hugo Rune. Add to thistwo burnt-out cars, of rare vintage and unknown origin, on Kew
Green and two more in the surrounding area.

Hovistook up the mug shot and studied the broad and grinning face. * The great unsolveds,” said he.
‘And the greatest yet to come. But not unsolved thistime. Oh no, sir. Not thistime. Y ou arethe man |
seek, dr. And you arethe man I'll find. Y ou’ re out there somewhere, hatching some diabolica scheme,

| canfed itin my water. | will have you, Hugo Rune. You seeif | don't.

If the ears of Rune were burning, the Master showed no sign. He placed his great hands on the table
and heaved his not inconsiderable bulk from hischair. *We are going to best and beat these buggers,” he
declared. * Wipe them out. Delete them. But, as| have said, most e oquently, before, it isnot sufficient
that wedo it in private. Retribution must be seen to be done. The whole world must watch us when we
doit’

‘“Thewholeworld? Tuppewhistled.

‘“Thewholeworld.” Rune pushed his chair aside and began a ponderous pacing. ‘ We must expose
the villains. Expose what they have done to mankind. Reved thetruth. The Ultimate Truth. That they
have manipulated us throughout the centuries. All the world must know. And al the world must watch.’
He ceased his pacing and made that ‘ picture this' gesture that people sometimes make. ‘ In order that the
world might watch, the world must be given something that it wants to watch. Something redly well
worth watching.’

Tuppe nodded enthusiasticdly. ‘What? he asked.

‘A crime’ said Rune. ‘A great crime. Committed live before the watching world. A crime of such
magnitude and audaciousness, that it will be con-sidered The Crime of the Century. This crime will
arouse the passions of the world. This crimeis part one of my stratagem.’

‘Golly,” said Tuppe.

‘Picturethis’ said Rune, referring back to agesture he' d prepared earlier. * The great crimeis
committed. Theworld looks on. The authorities are baffled. The police are baffled. Everyoneis baffled.
And then one man stepsforward. “I can solvethiscrime,” he says. 1 can lead you to the door, to the
many doorsin fact, wherethe crimindslurk.”

‘The entrances to the Forbidden Zones,” said Tuppe.

‘Thevery same. To dl of them in London. Every one. At the sametime. Imagineit. All those armed
policemen. All those Specia Forces blokesin the body armour. All those fine young soldiers. All that
wegponry.

Corndiusthought he could imagineit only too well. And he did not like thisimagining onelittle bit.
‘This one man who steps forward to solve the crime. That would be you, | suppose.’

‘None other,” said Rune.



‘And the crimeitself That would be committed by...7

“Y oursdf and your companion. Under my ingruc-tion, naturdly.’

‘Naturally. But about this crime. This Crime of the Century that will have theworld sitting on the
edge of its collective seat. What will this crime be, exactly?

‘The kidnapping of Her Mgesty the Queen,” said Hugo Rune. ‘On prime-time TV’

Calin Collinswas ditting dl donein hislittle glass booth at the Job Centre when Polly Gotting
walked in. He was dreaming about trains.

Hisfull name was Colin does-anybody-want-to-fish-this-bugger-out-then? Collins. Which was dl to
do with the vicar dropping him into the font during the christening.

Now, thiswould have been nothing more than atired old gag, if it hadn’t been for the fact that the
vicar did it on purpose.

At thetime, the cleric’ s extraordinary behaviour bewildered the little congregation of family and
friends. But asthe years dragged by and Cohn dragged himsdlf towards the estate of manhood, all those
who had attended the christening considered that, perhaps, it might have been better if ‘the bugger’ had
not been fished out at dl.

It wasn't that Colin was evil. That would have been considered acceptable in afamily that proudly
numbered amongst its ancestry three iconoclagts, two serid killers and ahorse mutilator.

It wasthat Colin wasdull. Dull! That'swhat he was. Soul-destroyingly, mind-numbingly dull. His
father, Cohn Callins Senior, was dull. But hiswas an everyday, easygoing sort of dullness. And al those
who knew the Coffinsfamily considered Coffins Senior the very acme of wit and persondity, when
placed againgt his son.

Now it isawel-known fact amongst those who know it well, that the world isfull of Collins. They
are everywhere, though, asarule, you don’t notice them. There' sonein every class. Study any old
school photograph, you' Il see him. Middle row, easy to miss and no-one can remember hisname. It's
Cdlin.

And when they leave school, these Colins, they go to work for the DHSS.

Herethey st, wearing those glasses, those shirts, those ties, those cardigans, those open-toed
sandds and those grey socks.

And they dream about trains.

Other than for Pally, the Job Shop, asit had been humoroudy renamed, by a man called Colin, was
averitable Mother Hubbard' s cupboard, when it came to seekers after employment. Thiswas probably
because there weren't any jobs for sale.

Polly surveyed the uncompromising row of little glass-fronted booths. All appeared unmanned. She
strode up to thefirst and rapped on the glass. * Shop,” she called.

Cohn stopped dreaming about trains. ‘How can | help you? he asked.

Polly glanced in the direction of the voice. It came from the next booth. ‘ Sorry,” shesad, ‘1 didn’t
seeyou there’

‘Do you want agreen form? Cohn asked.

‘What shade of greenisit?

‘Thisshade.” Colin held up the green form.

‘Not redly,” sad Polly.

Cohn’s eyes began to glaze over.

‘| want ajob.’

“You'll havetofill in agreen form then.’

‘But | dreedy filled onein.’

‘Well, giveittomeand I'll get it samped.’

“You dready haveit’

‘Do 1?7 Colin scratched his head. He had dandruff. ‘I don’t think | do.’

‘Wdl, somebody does. | filled it inthelast timel was here’

‘“When wasthat?



‘ About four weeks ago.

‘| wasn't here then.” Cohn straightened the row of Birosin the top pocket of hiscardigan. ‘| was
doing in-housetraining.”

‘Learning makes a man fit company for himself AsY oung once wrote.’

‘I'm sorry?

‘Never mind. Would you like to go and get my green form from your files?

‘Oh, dl right.” Cohn rosefrom hischair. “Wouldn't you like to know my namefirg? 1t might help.’

‘1 know your name. It's Polly Gatting.’

“How do you know that?

“You used to bein my classa school.’

‘Did 1?7

‘Yes. | sat next to you.

‘Ohvyes, of course.” Polly tried to make it sound convincing. ‘I1t's Dermot, isn't it?

‘It's Cohn,” said Cohn.

‘Ohyes. Cohn. That'sit.’

‘I'll get your green form then.’

‘Thank you, Cohn.’

‘Oh, it'snot Cohn any more,” said Cohn, drawing Polly’ s attention to the smart name badge he
wore. ‘It's Mister Coffinsnow.’

It wasavery big filing cabinet. And G can take a bit of finding. Especidly if you' re dreaming about
trans

‘I'll haveto hurry you now,” said Mr Coffins, when hefinaly returned. ‘1t shaf-day closing.’

‘Isthat my green form?

‘Yes. It al seemsto bein order. What did you say your query was?

‘| don’'t have aquery. | want ajob.’

‘But you have ajob. And agood one too. With apension.

‘| just got made redundant.” * Redundant isared form,” said Mr Coffins. ‘1 just want another job.
What do you have? Mr Coffins studied Polly’ s green form. * Polyhymnia Gotting. Polyhymnia?

‘The muse of Snging and sacred dance. It's Greek.’

‘Itistome.” Colin had ago a asmile. But hejust couldn’t pull it off. * Y ou passed dl your exams;’
hesad. ‘All of them.’

‘That’ swhat they were therefor. To be passed.’

‘1 didn’t passany of mine,

‘Perhaps you weren't clever enough. No offence meant.’

‘None taken. But it can’t be anything to do with being clever.’

‘It can't?

‘No. BecauseI’'m clever enough to bein full-time employment, and you' re not.’

Polly was clever enough to keep her temper. * Do you have any jobs on offer?

‘Not for you.

‘Why not for me?

‘Because you are over-qualified.

‘“What doesthat do? Polly pointed to agleaming new computer termind that sood on Mr Callins's
desktop.

‘That’, said Cohn proudly, ‘isan on-line computer. It gives an hour-to-hour update of al new job
opportunities. Y ou punch in the qudifications of the gpplicant and the computer matches them to any
available employment and prints out the reply. It s brand new. It only arrived half an hour ago.’

“Why not punch in my qualifications and see what happens?

‘I'dloveto. But | can't.’

‘“Why not?

‘Becauseit’ shdf-day closing. And wejust closed.” Polly would dearly have loved to drag Mr
Coffinsfrom hislittle glass-fronted booth and punish him severely. But instead she smiled.



‘It looks incredibly complicated, she said.
‘Itis. Very.
‘| can understand you being wary about operating it.

‘Who said | waswary?

‘Careful then. It must be abit of arespongbility. | know, if | werein your, er, sandals, | wouldn't
fancy trying it out without my supervisor present.’

‘I am fully cgpable of usingit. | did it at in-housetraining.’

‘Of courseyou did. But I can understand you being nervous.

‘I’m not nervous.

‘It probably doesn’t work anyway.’

‘Of courseit works!’

‘Sureit does. | bet.’

‘It doeswork and I’'m not nervous about using it.’

‘I’ll come back tomorrow and speak to your supervisor,” said Polly. ‘| expect she’sawoman.
She'll havethe bottleto try it out. Always best to go straight to the top. Cut out the unambitious
technophobes who don’t want the glory of being thefirst to make a placement with such hi-tech
equipment. Men have sight; women insight — to quote Victor Hugo. So long, Cohn.” Polly turned
upon her hed.

Mr Coffins dithered. He hadn’t understood haf she' d said. But he got the genera gi<t. * Just you
come back here,” he said.

Polly watched him as he worried at the computer keyboard. Her mother had told her, as she had
told her sster Anna, that dl men were basicdly stupid. And she, like her Sster, would passthis
information on to daughters of her own one day .

‘Eurekal’” said Colin. suddenly.

‘Eureka?

‘Eureka. 1t wasan LNER passenger train. Classic 4-6-2 arrangement. Four-wheel bogie in front,
sx coupled driving whedsand apair of trailing wheds. Eureka’

‘It sGreek to me.’

‘It saperfect match.” Mr Collins was|ooking quite excited. * On the computer. The job just came
up thisvery minute. And your qudifications match it exactly.’

Coincidence? Synchronicity? The steam-driven bogie truck of destiny?

‘It' sat Buckingham Paace,’ said Calin. ‘ Persond assistant to His Roya Highness Prince Charles’

The bogietruck hasit!



16

Hugo Rune had gone off to thetoilet.

Having witnessed him single-handedly complete the breakfast that had become elevenses, then
lunch, Tuppe and Cornelius were hardly surprised.

‘I’ ve never seen anyone et like that before,” said Tuppe. * Not even when | wastravelling with the
circus. Arewe redly going to kidnap the Queen, by the way?

‘No,” said Corndlius, ‘we are not. We are going to get out of here, and fast.’

‘Before pudding?

‘At once. | don’t know whether that man isredly my daddy. But | know one thing, he' s barking
med.’

“Y ou noticed that too?

‘He' samonomaniac. Let’sget.’

‘Doyouthink he'll let us get? He sabit nifty with the old magickal passes’

‘Just leave the talking to me.

Rune returned from the bog. *Have you noticed’, he asked, ‘how, no matter whereyou goin this
world, the smell in the gentsis dways the same?

Cornélius put up his hand to spesk.

“Y ou have my attention.” Rune settled back into hischair.

‘Tuppe and | have been discussing your stratagem.’

‘And naturdly you find nofault init.’

‘Naturally. But it occurred to me, as one who has studied The Book of Ultimate Truths, thet you
are not without friends amongst the roya household. That you used to be, in fact, aregular guest & the
paace’

‘Therearefew in high office with whom | am not on intimate terms.’

‘That’ swhat we thought. So wouldn’t it be better if you took care of the actual kidnapping part,
your-sf?

Rune nodded thoughtfully. ‘No, he said.

‘No?

‘No. It just wouldn’t do. It isalong time since | have seen the Queen, but she would recognize me
at once.

“Y ou could wear amask,” Tuppe suggested. * And acloak, if wanted.’

‘No,” said Rune. ‘It smply wouldn’t wash. Thewhole point of this brilliantly conceived two-part
dratagem, isto stir up the world and stir up the fairy folk, have the whole world look on, get the blighters
into their grest hail and squash thelot of them in the magic table. | will have much to organize. Y ou must
see that the Queen isin the great hail when the popping off begins.’

‘Why mugt she bethere?

‘Because she' sone of them, of course’

‘One of them?’

‘One of thefairy folk. Sheisn't just our queen. She' stheir queen aswell.

“Y ou are saying that the Queen of England isnot ared human being?

‘I never thought shewas,” Tuppe said. ‘ After dl, she doesn’t go to thetoilet.’

‘Of course she goesto thetoilet.” Cornedlius sssshed Tuppe.

‘Well, I've never seen her.

‘No, no, no.” Corneliustook off his cap and flapped it dl about. ‘ Thisis complete and utter
madness. Eighteen yearsin the Forbidden Zones has addled your brain.’

Rune rose once moreto hisfeet and cast hischair asde. ‘| am Rune!’ he cried, his voice echoing
amongst the hammerbeams. ‘1 am the Logos of the Aeon. The greatest thinker of thisor any age. | am
Babylon. Alphaand Omega. Rune, do you hear?1 think, therefore I’ m right!”

‘And | am Cornelius Murphy,” said thetal boy, with afearlessness that surprised even himsdf.
‘And | am the Stuff of Epics. | am not your cat s-paw, nor your acolyte. | will not call you guru and fall at



your feet. Y our Stratagems bring insanity to an art form. | will have none of them.

Tuppe cowered in his seat. ‘Hang on to your mouth,” he whispered.

‘We have enjoyed your hospitality,” Corndliuswent on, ‘ but not your company. Y ou are clearly
unscrupulous and prepared to further your own ends, at no matter what cost to others. | sworeto revedl
the truth about the beings in the Forbidden Zones for the good of al mankind.’

*And liberate some of the stolen booty for the good of us,” Tuppe put in.

‘Y es, well, that too. Arthur Kobold owes us plenty.

But, | will not aid you in some bid of your own for world domination. Nor will | be aparty to mass
murder. If you are my red father, then | disown you. | vowed to release you from the zones and this|
did, however unknowingly. But that isan end to it. It endshere. Y ou and | have nothing more to say.

‘Come, Tuppe, we'releaving.’

Tuppe looked up at hisfriend. The smdl felow’ s mouth hung hugely open.

Hugo Rune' s mouth was also open. And, for possibly thefirst timein dl hislife, he was speechless.

“Y ou might have handled that amite better,” said Tuppe.

He and Corndlius had now reached the end of the drive and stood in the bright sunlight, facing an
open road. ‘ Asked him for some bus fares, or some-thing.’

‘“The man isastone bonker.” Corndlius stuck his handsin histrouser pockets and idly kicked stones
about.

Tuppe shrugged. ‘ So what are we going to do now?

‘“Thumb alift? Corndius squinted aong the country road.

“Towhere? Tuppe followed his squint.

‘“Who cares?

“Who cares? Whatever do you mean?

‘I mean I’ve had enough. | quit.’

‘But you can't quit. Y ou' re the Stuff of Epics’

‘I'm having a bit of a problem with that right now.’

‘Runeredly got under your skin, didn’'t he?

‘ And then some. Kidnap the Queen. What sort of planisthat?

‘An epic one?

‘No.” Corndlius shuffled hisfeet. ‘1t's madness’

‘So what about them?’

‘What about them?

‘Wdll, we have to wipe them out, don’t we?

“Wipe them out? Think what you' re saying, Tuppe. If they are some parald race, good, bad or
indifferent, do you redlly think genocide is a hedlthy option? 1’1l agree that Kobold needs wiping out. But
what if he'sgot awife and kids? Wipe them out? Get redl .’

‘Get real? Oh that’ s very good. We ' re talking about wiping out wicked fairies, and you tell meto get
red.

Cornelius shrugged.

‘So you're just going to forget it then? Forget how they screw up mankind's progress. How they
decide what’ s good for usto know and what isn't.’

‘Well there' s aways someone doing that. Perhaps they do the job aswell asany.’

‘I can't bedievel’m hearing this. “Livestock”, Kobold cdled us, “Vermin.”’

‘Listen, Tuppe, when Rune was ranting on back there about retribution, it dl cameto meinthe
proverbia flash. We can’t expose them. It would be disastrous. Think what they might havein there.
Kobold said that mankind would have blown itsdlf up long ago, if it hadn’t been for him and hiskind.
Maybethey’ ve got plansfor superbombs? What? Imagine stuff likethat al suddenly falling into
govern-ment hands. And what about the people? When the people find out that their actions have been
governed by some secret society in their very midst fingerswill be pointed. Folk will say, “That’ swhy
s0-and-so got so successful, he must have been in league with them.”  Society, aswe know it, will grind



toahdt’

Tuppe screwed up hisface. ‘What you are saying is, when it comesright down to it, they are best
left done.

‘Something likethat.

‘It dl seemsto have become very complicated,” said Tuppe. * And not alot of laughs. All right.
Maybe it would be a bad ideato expose Kobold’s mob to society. But they should still be stopped.
Think of al the good stuff they must have stolen. What about Rune’ scar? A thing like that could make
the world a better place.’

‘It could if it really worked.’

‘But it doeswork. You' vedrivenit.’

‘| thought you said you were awake during our journey here from Brentford.”

‘I might have nodded off once or twice.’

‘Metoo. But | woke up on two occasions. When he stopped to fill up with Four Star.

‘The scoundrel. Themanisafraud.

‘Thecar isafraud. That'sfor certain.’

‘ And what about the magic table? | saw that, with thelittleusinit.’

“Yeah. | saw it too. But whether | believeit. That's another matter.’

‘Wdll, well, well.” Tuppe made with the bright and breeziness. * That seemsto beit al sorted. Rune
isastone bonker intent on genocide. Hiscar isafraud.

We don’t know about the table, but we think James Randi could rubbish it, given a couple of
minutes. The ladsin the Forbidden Zones are not atogether to be wished, but they’ re probably the better
of two evils, 0 leavethemto get onwithit. It sal so smpleredly, | don’'t know why | didn’t think of it.’

‘1 expect you would have, eventudly.’

‘And so wejust forget dl about it, thumb alift and seek our fortunes € sewhere?

‘Y ou have a better idea?

‘Quite afew, asit happens. We should go back to the house, tdll all thisto Rune. He may be astone
bonker, but he' s also a powerful magician, you saw what he did to my mouth. Y ou have to reason with
him, Cornelius’

‘It snot my respongibility.’

‘Oh, respongbilities, isit? Well you drovethe car. You set him free. What if he was better penned
up in the zones? What if they kept him there because of how dangerous heis? Did you think of that?
-*Not until now. Did you?

‘Not until now, no. We d best go back.’

‘We can't go back.’

‘Of coursewe can. Y ou can reason with him. He let us go without changing usinto white mice. He
likesyou.

‘We can't go back. Seefor yourself.’

Corndlius gestured back towards the house. To where the house had been, but wasn't any more.
There wasjust an overgrown plot of land, with an estate agent’ s sign up. MILCOM MOL OCH
ESTATES.

DEVELOPMENT SITE FOR SALE.

Tuppe turned a bitter eye from the Site and back to hisfriend. * Y ou knew that was going to happen,
didn'tyou?

‘1 began to suspect something a couple of minutes ago. When | redlized how hungry | il was!’

Tuppe rubbed his stomach. ‘Metoo. And after we ate all that—

‘Did we?

‘Aw shoot!” Tuppeturnedinasmal circle. ‘ The car’ sgone and everything. Thisiswell beyond me.’

‘And me dso. Shdl wethumb for alift?

‘Any particular direction you favour?

‘None whatever. Y ou stand this sde of the road and | will stand on the other. We'll let fate decide.’

Tuppe looked at Cornelius.



And Corndliuslooked at Tuppe.
‘Let’'sdoit, sadthesmdl fellow.
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The buswas asingle-decker British Leyland, circa 1958. To say that it had seen better dayswould
not altogether be telling the whole truth. Unless you considered plying aregular and turgid trade between
Houndow bus station and the Staines depot for twenty-three long and thankless years to be your
definition of * better days .

Not so the bus. For it, the better days were now. Because thiswas aliberated bus. A bus now free
of itsyoke. Gone were the rows of dreary seats. Gone the dull green paintwork. Gone the swesty
driver’s bum upon itsforward throne. And gone, dl gone, its number.

| am not anumber. | am afree bus

The free bus was now abus apart. It had been lovingly repainted in many arainbow hue. It housed
two young families. And it was driven by alady with a perfumed posterior. It was a happy bus.

It pulled up without even asquesk, dthough its brakes had long gone off to kingdom come. A young
chap with curly black hair and a smiley face, swung open itsdoors. ‘Want alift? he asked.

‘Yesplease,’ said Cornelius Murphy.

‘And your mate?

‘Please als0.” Tuppe scampered across the road and clambered after Corndlius.

‘Magic bus,’ said thesmdll one, taking it dl in. *Y ou' re not Ken Kesey, by any chance?

‘Bollocks,’” said the young chap.

‘Excuse me. No offence meant.’

‘Nonetaken. That'smy name. Bollocks.’

‘Isthat Mr Bollocks, or Bollocks something?

‘I’ sbollocks to everything.” The young chap smiled hugely. * Shut the door and make yoursalves at
home’

‘Thanks, we will.” Corndlius ducked his head, they made buses smdler in those days. And he shut
the door. *Where are you heading?

‘To wherever the good times are.

‘That’swherewe d liketo go,” said Tuppe.

‘“Then you' rein good company.’

‘Yes’ Corndiusgavetheinterior of the bus athoughtful sensory scan. Bright-eyed children grinned
at him from ahammock strung crossway's between the windows. A guitar was being played with skill and
agirl wassinging. And delicious smellswafted from the cooking area. It was dl rather blissful.

“Very good company indeed,’” said Corndlius Murphy.

Thelady at the whed put the happy businto gear and it rolled onwards.

‘“Want some eats? asked Bollocks. Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

And Corneliuslooked a Tuppe. ‘ Yesplease,' they said.

* * %

They dined on pulses and brown rice and fresh veg-etables and strawberries and cream.

‘OK? Bollocks asked.

‘Not haf.” Tuppe loosened a button on his dunga-rees. * Not haf, thank you very much.’

“Y ou guys employed?

‘Ahnow.” Corndiustook off hiscap and stroked his bandages. ‘We were, sort of. But it didn’t
work out.’

“What happened to your head?

‘Weran into aspot of trouble,” Tuppe explained. ‘ Cornelius got some of hishair pulled out. It
wasn't very nice’

Bollocks nodded. ‘ Corndlius. That’ syour name, then?

‘Oh, I'm sorry,” said thetal boy. ‘We haven't introduced oursalves. I'm Corndius Murphy and this
isTuppe’

“Tuppe? asked Bollocks.



‘It s short for Tupperware. Not alot of people know that.’

‘It comesasarevelationto me,’ said Cornelius.

‘ was going to saveit for some specia moment. But, sod it.’

‘Bollockstoit,’ said their host.

‘Absolutdly.’

‘What about you? Corneliusasked. ‘| guessthat’ syour lady at the whed. And the two marvellous
kidsin the hammock are yours. And then there' sthe other family. Although the adults aren’t deeping
together at the moment. Something to do with him getting stoned and fdling into adurry pit. | shouldn’t
wonder.’

Bollocks viewed Corndiuswith darm. ‘How?

‘Hisnose.” Tuppe tapped the smdl one of hisown. *He has agift. He can smell who'swho. Who
belongsto who. Stuff like that.’

‘Can you smdll trouble? Bollocks asked.

‘Ohyes. | cansmedll that dl right.’

‘Smdl it now?

Thetal boy sniffed. ‘No. But | can smell the dopein your left top pocket though. L ebanese Scarlet.
Any chance of an after-dinner spliff?

Bollocks collgpsed into a pile of gaily coloured cushions and laughed like the drain of now legend.

The happy bus rolled onward. Spliffs were shared and Bollocks made all the introductions. There
was hiswife, Louise. Flaxen hair, Pre-Raphaglite fegtures, coffee lace and ankle bracelets. Bone. Big
Bone, durry pit survivor. Tattooed in moments of madness and built like abrick shit-house. His
untattooed wife Candy, brown eyesto drown in, adegree in astro-physics and the kindest handsin
Christendom.

And then there were the children. Fivein dl, they seemed like ten. And laughed alot. Everybody
laughed alot.

Corndius sat amongst the cushions. “How did you get dl thistogether? he asked Bollocks.

The amiley fdlow smiled. ‘Necessty,” he said. “Which, like Frank Zappa, isthe mother of invention.
No jobs, no hope and abusdl rusting away in a scrapyard. We found each other and the bus found us.
And that’ s how it isnow. The busand us’

“How do you get by?

‘There sthe dole cheques and diesdl is chegper than rent. Where are you guysfrom?

‘We refrom Brentford,” said Corndlius.

‘Brentford? Bollocksfel into laughter once more. ‘Y ou haveto be kidding.’

‘1 wouldn't lie about athing like that. What' s so funny about Brentford anyway?

‘Nothing’ sfunny about it. But that’ s where we re heading. To Brentford!’

Prince Charles sat in his private office a Buckingham Palace. The mid-afternoon sun shonein a his
win-dow and the drone of the London traffic went on and on and on.

But the prince didn’t hear it. Because the prince was dreaming about trains.

He spent most of histime nowadays, dreaming about trains. Not that he didn’t have other thingsto
do. There was never any shortage of mail to be opened, read through and answered. And being, asthe
Press now cdled him, the People' s Prince, he did it dl himsalf. And he did have avery great dedl of this
mail piled up on hisdesk before him right now. But he didn’t fedl in the mood to answer it. Most of the
envelopes smdt strongly of perfume, and con-tained, as ever, offers of marriage.

Prince Charles sighed. In hismind' s eye he saw the Duchy of Cornwall. Not asit was, but how it
could be. Would be, when he became King. Trandated into a great team network, with afull-size
reproduction of the 1920s marshalling yards of Crewe, super-imposed across five hundred acres of
‘set-asde’, he'd persondly ‘set-aside’ for the purpose. And he saw himsdlf, dl spruced up in anatty
black uniform, striped waistcoat and cap, checking his regulation GWR-issue pocket watch up on highin
the sgnal box. Skilfully manipulating the levers, asthe mighty King Class|ocosrolled onto the turntables,



took on water and blew their whistles.

The prince had long ago redlized that the only way forward was backwards. If mankind wasto
survive, it must throw off the shackles of technology and return to traditiona values. A fair day’ swork for
afar day’spay. A proper class system. And steam trainsthat ran on time. And a steam train named after
himsdf! The Good King Charles.

He knew exactly the kind he wanted too. The American 1940s Big Boy. Biggest sSleam locomoatives
the world had ever seen, the Big Boys. Eight front-driving whed s fixed, another eéight swiveled, front and
rear bogies. 4-8-8-4 whed arrangement. They ate up twenty-three tonnes of coa every hour.
Wonderful.

He could redly be the People’ s Prince in one of those. They could pull over seventy coaches. He
could do out the carriages, load up hisart collection and the best of hisfurniture, get the phonelaid on,
televison, guest degping cars, sell up al his palaces and country pilesto house the homeless, then travel
the country. Roydty on therails. The monarchy on the move.

“Toot toot to0000000000000, Went the prince. *WW00 woo wo00000000000000.

Ring ring ring, went histelephone. Ring ring ring.

The Peopl€e's Prince picked up the receiver. * One speaking,’ said he.

‘Yo, Babylon, camethe hearty Rastafarian tones of his new equerry, former Brentford used-car
deder Leo Fdix. “Ow'sit ‘angin’?

‘Er, yobro',” answered the prince. ‘How’ sit hanging, yoursalf?

‘Like one of your granny’s bloodstock. Blood clot. Dere’ sachick ‘ere, say she come about de job
of secret-Harry, or som'tin. You say you doin’ dl deinterviewin’ yo'sd’. Shdl | an’ | send ‘er in?

‘Ahyes. If you and you would be so kind.” Prince Charles replaced the telephone, straightened his
tie and his double-breaster and stroked afew hairs over hisbald spot. A knocking came at his chamber
door and the prince rose dightly and said, * Come.’

Polly Gotting opened the door and entered the office. Her long golden hair wastied back in asevere
bun. She wore awhite linen blouse, acaf-length skirt of gppropriately royd blue, dark stockingsand a
pair of sensible shoes she' d borrowed from her mum. * Should | curtsey? she asked.

‘Umm. No ... | ..." Prince Charles gazed upon Polly Gotting. She was very possibly the most
beauti-ful girl he d ever seenin hislife. And hel d seen some. The sunlight played upon her hair and
formed aglittering coronaall around and about. She veritably radiated.

“Would you like sometea? asked the heir to the throne.

‘Do you want me to put the kettle on?

“*Oh no. Of course not. Please sit down. Please.’

Heindicated a chair and Polly sat down upon it. The prince lifted the telephone to order tea. But
then thought better of it. Thelast time Leo had made him tea, the prince found he couldn’t walk straight
after the second cup. ‘ Perhapslater.” Charlesfolded his fingers before him on the desk and smiled at the
stunning seventeen year old. He suddenly felt abit lost for something to say, which was not redly like
him, asarule.

Polly smiled back. She was fascinated. This man was a piece of living history, and shewas sitting all
aonein aroom with him, sharing moments of histime, somehow possessing afraction of higtory, just for
afew short minutes. But redlly for ever. It was a curious sensation. And she felt suddenly stuck for words
hersdf. Which was not redly like her, asarule.

‘Do you like steam trains? Prince Charles asked.

Polly considered the question and the eager look on the prince sface. ‘' Yes,” shesaid. ‘Very much
indeed. Only thismorning | wastalking to afriend about The Eureka. LNER passenger express. Classic
4-6-2 whedl arrangement. Four-whed bogiein front, six coupled driving whedsand apair of trailing
whedls. Perhaps you know of it.’

‘1 do,” said the prince. ‘| mean, one does. Oh yes!’

Polly smiled some more.

Prince Charlestook out hisfountain pen. ‘ One must take up references,” he said in amanner which
he hoped would imply an interest in such things. *Who have you been with?



‘Been with? Polly asked.

‘Worked for,” said the prince.

‘The policeforce. | was made redundant.’

‘Oh dear,’” said the prince. ‘ Have they closed down the police force?

‘Just my hbit of it. If you want to take up aref-erence, you must spesk to Inspectre Hovis, at
Scotland Yard.’

‘ Sherringford Hovis? Prince Charles put hisfoun-tain pen back in his pocket.

‘Do you know him, then?

‘One should say s0. He sorted out a spot of bother concerning one of the brothers, a homoeopathist
named Chunky and a Dormobile named Desire. Sound chap.’

‘He' s been made redundant also.’

‘That’ sapity. He was up for aknighthood. Have to cancel that if he's been given the old heave-ho.’

Servesthe nasty bastard right, thought Polly. ‘ That’sashame,” she said. ‘He was afine policeman.’

‘Yes,’ agreed the prince. ‘He was. Can you start at once?

“Y ou haven't told me what you want meto do yet.’

Prince Charles considered the beauty Sitting before him. | want you to bear my children and share
my throne, he thought.

‘| want you to be my persond assstant,” he said. * And would thisinvolve tea making?

‘No, not redly.’

‘Then | would be pleased to accept, Sir.’

Back on the magic bus, and somelittle while earlier, Corndlius groaned dismaly.

“Why are you heading for Brentford? Tuppe asked Bollocks.

‘We regoing to thefestiva .’

Tuppe scratched hishead. ‘ Thereisn't any festival in Brentford. There was abit of ado the night
before last. We were there’

‘Good wasit?

‘Not good. That’ swhere Cornelius got his hair... you know.

‘Thisisarock musicfestiva.” Bollocks mimed aheavy guitar. * Starts on Friday night. There sthis
big hill. You must know it

‘Star Hill.” Cornelius groaned anew.

‘It sasacred site, but not one the cops know about. Gandhi’ s Hairdryer are going to play there. A
freebiefor thetravellers’

‘A frecbiefor thetravelers? Tuppewhistled. Having grown up amongst fairground folk and lived
his short lifein acaravan, which, since his daddy’ s retirement, was hauled from the common land at the
foot of Star Hill at least once amonth at the behest of the Star Hill Preservation Society, a group of
well-to-do worthies whose properties backed on to the golf course, the small fellow felt acertain warm
glow insde at the prospect of awagon train of travellersturning up on their doorstepsfor arock festival.
That would go down aredl trest.

“How many of you blokeswill be going to thisgig, then? he asked.

‘All, I think,” said Bollocks.

Tuppe rubbed his hands together in glee. * Should be agig to remember,” said he.

Anna Gotting was playing guitar & Minn'sMusic Mine. Mickey was on the telephone talking
excitedly. The matter of Annaleaving the shop unattended the previous afternoon had, by mutua
consent, been forgotten. Although Annacould hardly forget Cornelius Murphy and dl that she had been
through with him. But sheintended to try.

Mickey put down the phone. ‘ That was Cardina Cox,” he said brightly.

‘Of Sonic Energy Authority? They'rereally good.’

‘That’shim. The Authority are playing support to Gandhi’ s Hairdryer, on the UK leg of their world
tour.

‘Niceone’



* And then some. The Authority’ s busjust blew up on the M25. The Cardina wantsto hireadl my
old WEM V endettas and amps for the gig on Friday.’

‘Best get cash upfront, then. Y ou know what they’re like’

| anaprofessond,’ said Mickey Minns, hoisting up his jeans and tucking in his ssomach. ‘How
would you liketo be aroadie a the gig?

‘What, with The Hairdryer? Not haf. When isit? Where?

‘They’re playing afreebie on Star Hill. Friday night. Should be agig to remember.’

And Mickey was certainly right about that too. It would be agig that everyone would long
remember.

And then some.
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The day moved on from afternoon to evening, touched midnight and vanished, never to return. The
happy bus was parked in the middle of acrop circle, in the middle of acornfield, in the middle of
nowhere. The children were dl adeep. The adultswere all over the place. Bone had wandered off, in
search of something or other. Louise danced dl done, to amusic that only she heard. And Bollocks
made love to Candy in afield near by.

Tuppe lay on hisback in the corn circle and gazed up at the stars. * 1t sgood here, isn't it? he
sghed.

‘Splendid.” Corneliuslay beside him, chewing on acorn sak. ‘1 could redly get into thiskind of
life’

‘Oh could you? Tuppe made adoubtful face. ‘ Redly?

‘I could. Life ontheroad, you know, like Jack Kerouac. The sun never going down on you in the
same place twice. The road beneath. The sky above.’

‘ Away with the raggle-taggle gypsies-oh.’

‘That kind of thing, yes.

‘A life of romance. And rheumatism. You' d hateit.’

‘I would not.’

‘I did. Listen, Corndlius, | spent my childhood on theroad. If you' ve never doneit, it seemslikea
good idea. If you have, it ain't. To quote your lost love, it sucks!

“Youwerejudt littlethen,” said Corndlius.

‘I'mdill little,} said Tuppe. *And it till sucks’

“You'renat little” Corndiustouched hisheart. ‘Not in here you're not.’

‘Oh please.” Tuppe mimed two fingers down the throat. Y ou would hate alife on the road. Believe
me. Youwould.’

‘ know. But it'sgood for now.

‘It'sgood for now, yes.

‘They’ re good people.’

‘They’re great people.’

‘Great people.’

‘So what are we great people going to do?

‘We're off to see The Hairdryer’

‘That’ s not what | mean and you know it.’

‘I know it." Corndiusraised himsdf on hisebows. ‘Isthisareal corncircle, do you think?

‘ As opposed to what?

‘Anunrea one, | suppose’

‘And what exactly would be the difference?

‘l don't know.’

‘Thisone sa Thoroughgood,” said Tuppe knowl-edgeably.

‘A Thoroughgood? What' sthat?

“Tubby Thoroughgood. He'sawee man, like my-salf. One of the Thoroughgood clan. They do
most of the circlesround here’

‘They what?

“The Thoroughgoods do up here. The Rimmers do Wiltshire. The Dovestons do Wales | forget who
does Sussex. The McCartneys| think.’

“What? Y ou mean they'redl fake?

‘Of coursethey’re not fake. It'sal rea corn.

‘That’snot what | mean and you know it.’

‘1 don’t know what you mean,” said Tuppe. ‘ They arecirclesin cornfields. They're art. They
mystify. They intrigue. They excite controversy and debate. They entertain. And above dl, they are
beautiful to behold.’



‘But some people think—’

‘Some peopl e think that hedgehogs fal out of the sky — your dad for one. Whatever some people
think, isup to them. Aslong asthey pay the one-pound admission fee, that’ sal right with the farmer. He
respects the artist’ s right to remain anonymous, and gives him ten per cent of the take. Y ou can make
more money exhibiting corn circles nowadays than harvesting the crop.

‘That’ s outrageous,” said Cornelius.

‘1 know. In my opinion the artist should get fifty per cent of the teke.’

‘And that’ s not what | meant either.’

Big Bone gppeared on the scene with two flagons of cider.

‘I’ve got some scrumpy,’ he said. ‘Where s Bollocks?

‘He' sinthe next field, shagging your wife,” said Tuppe hpfully.

‘WE |l save him somefor later then,” said Bone. ‘He'll need it.’

‘Outrageous,” said Cornelius once more.

“You haven't tasted it yet,” said Bone.

‘That’snot what | ... Oh, forget it.” Corndliusgrinned. ‘It sgood here, isn't it?

‘Splendid.” Bone passed the cider flagon round.

‘Pity Rose€ snot here” Tuppetook abig sip and passed it on to thetall boy.

‘Tel me, Bone, said Cornelius, ‘what do you think about corn circles?

‘I love‘em. Thisone' sa Thoroughgood, isn't it? Big centre, plenty of room for the art loversto mill
about. But | reckon it’ saright stitch-up, the artists only getting ten per cent of the take. Don’'t you?

‘Outrageous.” Corndiustook agreat big swig of cider. ‘ Outrageous.’

Inspectre Hovis sat donein his garret. He was reading a copy of The Book of Ultimate Truths and
he was making copious notes. Again and again he referred to the big fat file on Hugo Rune. And again
and again he made notes. Occasiondly he delved into certain books of occult lore, which had beenin his
family for twenty-three generations. And then he made more notes.

Oncein awhile he drank from a Thermos flask containing iced ether, and having so done he uttered
thingssuch as'l fed that | am nearing asolution’ or * The Crime of the Century right in the bag’ and
sometimes ‘| am alittle grey Bakdite tram and my nameis Barnacle Bill'.

And every so often hefell off his chair and struck the floor with abang. And when he did this, the
lady who lived downstairs whacked her ceiling with abroom handle and threatened to cdll the police.

* * %

‘Enjoying the cake? asked the king.

Arthur Kobold was up to hiselbowsinit. “Very much,” he said with his mouth full.

They were seated in great big ornate chairs at the great big banquet table in the king' s great big hall.
The king was drunk.

‘We don't get out as much aswe used to,” he said. *Not asmuch? Arthur wiped his mouth on his
deeve ‘Not at dl, infact.’

Theking poured something potent into Arthur’ sglass. * And we don'’t laugh any more. Know whét |
mean?

Arthur pushed more cake into hismouth. * Y ou're drunk,” said he.

Theking looked crookedly at the generous array of unbunged barrels. ‘| hardly touch the stuff.
Y ou're the one who' sdrunk, Arthur.’

‘| have every excuse to be drunk. Pressures of work. Y ou only work once ayear, or, you're
supposed to. Y ou don't even do that any more.

“Would you want to work on your birthday?

‘I wouldn't mind if | had the rest of the year off, like you do.’

‘Kings are not supposed to work. Especidly on their birthdays. Kings delegate, that’ s what kings
do.

‘If you let me delegate a bit, we could get out oncein awhile’



‘Where smy friend Hugo? asked theking. ‘Gone,” said Arthur. ‘We went through al that last night.
Remember dl thefussabout...” Arthur paused and studied the king' s blank expression. Hedidn't
remember. About hisfavourite car getting stolen and Rune escaping and the other cars getting blown up
and the specid birthday spell getting broken.

‘Wel? sadtheking.

‘Nothing,” said Arthur.

“Hugo and | used to go out together and have big laughs.’

‘That was nearly twenty years ago, before you and he fell out.’

‘Did wefdl out, Arthur? Did we?

“You did. A little matter of him getting your daughter pregnant, in the hope that you' d make him
marry ‘ her and he could then become Prince Hugo the First of Fairyland.’

‘Cad!’ said theking. ‘ And did he marry her? Arthur shook his head. 'Y our daughter refused. But
she had the child. The weird one. The deviant. Called himsdlf the Campbell and ran away to become a
Scotsman. Then tried to get back here and assassinate you.

‘Cad! Whatever happened to him, do you think?

‘We blew him up. With The Train of Trismegistus’

“My poor dear grandchild.” Theking put hisfacein his hands and wept tears of ae.

‘“Youtold metodoit. You cadled it being “firm but fair”. Y ou hated him.’

‘1 did not.’

“You did too.’

‘Well, hewas haf human, and the only thing | hate more than a haf-human isawhole human. Have
some more cake, Arthur, do.’

‘Thanks.” Arthur Kobold carved himsalf another dice.

‘So,’ said theking. ‘At least you're here. | can rely on you.

“You canrdy onme,” said Arthur cakely.

‘That’'sgood,” said theking. ‘ That’ s very good.’

‘Good cake!’

‘Good cake and good company and | can rely on my good friend Arthur.’

“You certanly can.

‘1 can rely on him to get back my favourite car, make good al the damage done to the other four, fix
my specid birthday spell that he broke and bring in Hugo Rune before he wreaks chaos on the lot of us.
More cake?

Arthur was choking on the piece he dready had. ‘ Not for me,” he spluttered.

‘Not for me, what?’

‘Not for me, sire.

‘Not for me, thank you.” Polly put her hand over her wineglass. She was dining with Prince Charles
at amogt exclusiverestaurant. * It s getting very late”

‘| do S0 gppreciate you coming out to dinner with me,” said the prince, dropping the roya ‘one' .
‘It sbeen redly interesting talking to you about trains and everything.’

‘It was kind of you to ask me. You'rearedly nice man.

‘Thank you.” The prince did that nice smile he does. ‘I’ m not very good at thiskind of thing, but,
would you care to come back to my place and see my priceless collection of LWR deeper-ties?

‘Not redly,” said Pally. ‘But if you want to come back to my place and have ashag, I'm up for it.’

‘Hey, Bollocks.” Corneliusraised his head from the cider flagon. ‘ Come over here’

‘What am | missng? Bollocks sumbled into the corn circle, zipping himsdf into respectability.
‘What' s happening?

Corndius handed him the flagon. ‘We were just discussing the corn-circle phenomenon.’

Bollocks gulped cider. ‘ Pretty weird stuff,” said he, wiping his chin.

*So you don't know how they’re done? Cornelius made ahopeful face.



‘Mystery to me,” Bollockstook further sips.

‘A mystery? Corndiusgrinned.

‘Complete mystery.” Bollocksfinished the cider. * How do the Thoroughgoods get them so perfectly
round?

‘Good. night,” said Cornelius Murphy lapsing from consciousness. * And God bless you, Tubby

Thoroughgood.’
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Tuppe was up with the larks. And the dogs. The dogs were doing alot of barking and the farmers
who owned these dogs were adding to the canine cacophony with loud barks of their own. And they
weren't amiling.

Corndius, upon whom Tuppe had curled himsdlf up for the night, awoke in some confusion. He
went immediately for the tried—and-tested ‘Where am 1? What' sgoing on? routine, with the addition of
‘Get off me, Tuppe, and shut those dogs up.’

‘What is happening? he continued, when his senses had got themselves al back together.

‘Dogs are barking,” said Tuppe informatively.

‘But why arethey barking?

“You havemeon that, I'm afraid. | cantell you why pigs grunt. But | doubt if that would be helpful
right now.’

Corndlius crawled over to the open door of the happy bus and gazed out. The sun was shining
bravely, but it shone down upon a scene which was sadly lacking in the rura-bliss department.

Three fierce-looking red-faced men, in tweedy caps, waxed jackets, hardy trews and Wellington
boots, were remonstrating with Bone and Bollocks. Louise and Candy stood with their backsto the bus.

The children clung to them fearfully. There were dogs dl around. Big dogs and close,

‘What' s happening? called Cornelius.  Bugger off, boy,” atweed-capper caled back. ‘Ah,” said
Corndius. ‘I think | get the picture.” * Stay inside,” called Bollocks. ‘Y ou're not involved in this!

‘On the contrary.” Cornelius climbed to hisfeet and climbed down from the bus. ‘Y ou stay here,’ he
told Tuppe. ‘ Those are very big dogs.’

“Y ou have my mora support,” caled Tuppe. ‘Useit asyou think fit.’

‘Now,” said Corndius smiling al around.

A big fat tweed-capper nudged asimilarly pro-portioned compatriot in the padded-rib area. * That
the new scarecrow you ordered for your top field, Harry?

‘1 see” Cornelius continued to smile. * Isthere some problem here?
‘Not for us, boy, but plenty for you if you don't get your shit heap and your scabby mates off my
land.’

* Shit heap and scabby mates? Cornelius raised an eyebrow. Two large black dogs began to sniff
around hisdender ankles.

‘Ain’t much on the bonefor you, fellas,” the farmer told them.

‘Go back inthe bus,” said Bollocks.

‘It sOK.” Corndiusraised acadming hand. ‘Would you kindly call your dogsto hed? he asked the
farmer. * They' refrightening women and children. That isn't right.’

‘Oh, we' ve got aright one, havewe? The farmer laughed hideoudy and fixed Corndliuswith a
bitter stare. * Get your scum off my land.’

‘We wereleaving anyway, said Bollocks, ushering Louise, Candy and the children back into the
bus. ‘Comeon, Corndlius, let’sgo.’

‘We re not going anywhereyet,’ thetall boy replied, when al were safely on board. ‘We haven't
had our breakfast.’

One of the farmer’ s colleagues rolled some un-speakable phlegm around in his mouth and spat it at
Corndlius. ‘ There' syour breskfast, he said with a sneer.

And then Tuppe appeared in the bus doorway. ‘ Did someone say breskfast? he asked.

‘“What?' The spitter of phlegm gaped at Tuppe. ‘ It' sa bleeding dwarf. Got Snow White in there,
haveyou?

‘That’ senough,” said Corndlius, who was no longer smiling. ‘Y ou may spit a meif you choose. But
you will not insult my friend. Heisimmuneto such crassness, but | find it extremely offensive. Would you
careto apologize?

“Would you care for meto set my dogson you? the farmer asked.

Cornelius reached down and stroked the neck of the Pit Bull that was sniffing around hisankles. It



looked up at him and lolled itstongue.

‘Niceboy,” said Cornelius Murphy.

‘Seize him, Princel’ ordered the farmer.

Prince, however, seemed disinclined to do any seizing. He snuggled againgt the Murphy leg.
Corne-lius bent down and took the dog’ s head gently between his hands.

‘He svery good with animals,” Tuppe whispered to Bollocks.

‘Seize him, Princel” went the farmer.

Corndlius smdlt the dog' s breath. * Prince hasn't eaten since yesterday afternoon,” he informed the
now fuming farmer, ‘ and then it was on bad meat. Now that isn't right, isit?

‘| don’t feed bad mesat to my dogs.’” The farmer took a step forward, but Corndliusignored him, he
had now turned his attention to the fellow who made the scarecrow remark.

Thetal boy drew adeep breath through his nose. * Still poisoning badgers? he said.

And hesad it quietly, because the dogs were no longer barking. They were sniffing silently about
Prince, the leader of the pack. And Prince was licking the tall boy’ s hand.

‘Badgers? Thefat fellow made aface of darm. ‘“What do you mean?

“Youtdl him,” Corndiustold the last of thethree. *Y ou were with him. Y ou supplied the poison.
Chemicadsareredly your thing, aren’t they? Those concoctions you pump into your cattle will get you
into trouble one day.’

Three mouths hung open. Therewas abit of an unholy slence.

Then, ‘“What? What? What? went the farmersthree.

And, * Seize him, Princel” went up the cry once more.

But Prince remained disinclined.

‘Perhaps Prince would prefer Winalot to the shegp’ s heads you feed him,” Cornelius suggested.

‘Now just you see here...

‘No, said Corndlius. ‘Y ou see here. | have no axe to grind with you people. Although | think what
you do is obscene, it is actudly none of my business. So, I'll tell you what I'll do, I'll forget al about
informing the authorities...” he paused.

‘I1f? sadthebig fat farmer.

‘If you gpologize nicely and furnish us dl with abit of breskfast. How does that sound?

Corndius had never smelt pure hatred before and he didn’t like the smell of it onelittle bit.

Thefarmers stared a Corndius and Corndius stared back at the farmers.

‘And | think, asagesture of good will, you might raise Tubby Thoroughgood' s share of thisyear’s
take to fifty per cent,” wasthetal boy’s closing shot.

They dl tucked into the wholesome fare the farmer’ swife delivered.

“How did you know all that stuff? Bollocks asked. Cornelius tapped his aquiline proboscis. * Good
clean air and farmers who never change their jackets. Mind you, | took a chance on the chemicals. He
stunk of cattle and hormones and stuff. | just put two and two together. Him being sofat and al.’

‘Brilliant.” Bollocks ladled fried eggs on to the tdl boy’ splate. ‘If the kids hadn’t been there, | would
have punched their lightsout.”

‘The dogs would have had you.” Corndlius got stuck into his bregkfast.

“How did you do that with the dogs? Cam them down and everything? That was brilliant dso.’

‘Dogsdon’'t hate,” said Corndlius between mouth-fuls. * Only people hate. People think they can
train dogsto hate, but they can’t, the animals don’t understand the concept. Dogs do what their masters
tell them, for love. Animasdo respond to love. | just showed alittle love, there was no trick there’

‘That’ sbollocks,” said Bollocks.

‘Of courseitis,’ Corndiusreplied. ‘Actudly, | amin possession of atdisman of protection, that has
been in my family for twenty-three generations.” He grinned through his toast.

‘That’smorelikeit.” Bollocks|oaded up aplate for himsdf ‘1 knew therewas alogica explanation.
Brilliant. Y ou' re quite brilliant, Cornelius’

‘He sthe Stuff of Epics,’ said Tuppe.



‘I"d like to bear your children,” said Louise.

‘Metoo,” said Candy.

Corndius grinned abigger grin than ever. “If | can square it with your husbands, | shal be honoured
to oblige,’ said he.

The sun, which had so recently risen upon Cornelius, Tuppe and the folk of the happy bus, rose also
upon Ingpectre Hovis.

Theman from The Yard lay prone upon the garret floor, smelling strongly of ether and adire
cocktail of illegal substances. The great detective, whose great-ness had yet to be proved to many minds,
had just the two days |l eft to solve The Crime of the Century. That crime of crimes, which, asyet,
possessed the substance of aghost’ sfart in aforce-ten gae. Just two days left, before redundancy and
goodbye, Mr Hovis. No knighthood, just goodbye.

The Ingpectre dragged himsdlf into the vertica plane. ‘I will survive,” hetold hiswash-basin. ‘1 will
triumph,” heinformed his unmade bed. ‘I will succeed!” he shouted to the four grey walls.

Thump! Thump! Thump! went the broom handle on the ceiling below.

Other people were waking up upon this fine and sunny morning and somein the strangest of places.

Mickey Minns opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. ‘“Wheream |7 he asked.

Hiswiferolled over and smacked him right in the face. * Get back in your bloody wardrobe,” she
told him.

Anna Gotting woke up. She stumbled from her bed and bashed her fist onthewall. * Keep it down
intherel’” she shouted.

Polly Gotting tried to keep it down. But ‘ taking teawith the parson’ can get pretty loud.

‘Sorry,” said Prince Charles. *Was one making too much noise?

“Y ou might cut out thetrain whistles. But other than that, you' redoing fine”

‘Thisismuch more fun than polo,” said the prince.

‘1 wouldn’t know about that,” Polly replied. ‘I’ ve never read any of Jilly Cooper’ s books.’

‘Judt like that. Just like that,” went the prince.

‘I"'m sorry?

‘“Tommy Cooper. He used to say, “Just like that.””’

‘I don’'t think | quite understand.’

‘It sasort of jokething,” the prince explained. ‘When you said Jilly Cooper, | pretended that I'd
thought you said Tommy Cooper. So | went, “Just likethat”. In azany, goonish, madcap kind of away.’

‘Why? Polly asked.

‘Because you make me so happy,’ the prince replied.
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There are twenty-three really wonderful thingsin thisworld, and being tall, young, handsome,
well-endowed and the multi-millionaire lead singer of aworld-famous rock band, probably accounts for
agood haf-dozen of them.

Or possibly not. Because as someone once said, ‘Money can't buy you happiness.” And being
world-famous meansthat you can’t travel on the London Underground any more, which must be areal
bummer!

Or possibly not. Although it isto be noticed that agood many rich and famousfolk claim to be
deeply miserable.

Of course, they may dl belying through their expensively capped teeth, to make therest of usfed
better, or it might just betrue.

Thelead singer of Gandhi’ s Hairdryer was deeply miserable, but then hel d dways been like that.
Tdll, young, handsome, well-endowed and amulti-millionaire perhaps. But till amiserable sod.

At least he could, inal truth, claim that success hadn’t changed him at dl. But whether thiswould
have cheered him up much remainsin doubt.

On this particular morning, as upon so many others, the lead singer awoke to find himsdlf in yet
another Holiday Inn.

And it will comeasno surprise at al that he awoke flanked al about by naked femaes and the
debris of yet another night without shame. Because, let’ sfaceiit, the wanton excesses of arock band on
tour have been chronicled many times before.

Thefrenzied debaucheries, the reefer madness, the whole kith and caboodle and the roadi€’ s
spaniel. We have come to expect these things. Nay, even to demand them. It’ satradition or an old
charter or something.

And as such, thefact that the lead singer awoke al aone, wearing nice green pyjamas, in aneat and
tidy room, with his clothes on a peg and his orange juice and Bran Flake breakfast on itsway up,
accompanied by a copy of the Daily Telegraph, came as a serious let-down.

But then, as has been mentioned, the lead singer was amiserable sod.

And on this particular morning, as upon so many others, the lead singer lay in his bed, with hishands
behind his head, and dreamed about trains.

Because, though al the world might know him as Vain Glory, drug fiend, mongter of rock and
deflow-erer of virgins, hewasjust plain Colin to hismum.

And, as Coalin lay in his bed with his hands behind his head and dreamed about trains, avery strange
thing happened. The corners of his mouth turned upwardsinto akind of crooked rictus. Muscleswhich
had scarcely seen service were brought into play. A smile appeared upon hisface.

Colin wasfeding decidedly gay.

Not in the shirt-lifting sense of the word, of course. He' d tried to be ahomaosexual, but he' d only
been half in Earnest. And athough his mother had made him atransvestite, he’ d swapped it a school for
atrain set. Et cetera. Et cetera

Decidedly gay. Because Colin had finally decided, once and for dl, to give up rock music and
devote hislifeto the restoration of pre-war GWR rolling stock. He would announce this a the gig
tomorrow night. It would come as abig surprise to his fans and to the other members of The Hairdryer.
But hefdt sure they’ d understand and wish him well. He felt sure they would.

The happy-busers had now finished their breakfast belly-buster. The children were outside,
frolicking in the Thoroughgood. Cornelius was up the back end of the bus, enjoying the hospitality of
Candy and Louise. That is, having sexud intercourse with them. Whether ‘teal was being taken ‘with the
parson’, it wasimpossible to say. The bandages had come off thetall boy’ s head and dl that could be
seenwas hair.

Bollocks wastinkering with aradio s.

‘Wotchadoing? Tuppe asked.



‘ Checking to see where everyoneis.’

‘Ah.” Tuppe wiped hiseggy mouth on hisdeeve. ‘1 often wondered how dl the travellersknow
whereto meet up. CB, isit?

Bollocks shook his head. ‘BBC.

‘BBC?How’sthat?

‘Well.” Bollocks made conspiratorial gestures. ‘ The

BBC organize dl the big festivals. Then they broad-cast thingslike, thirty thousand travellers are
expected this weekend at such and such aplace’’

“You' rewinding me up,” said Tuppe.

‘I"'m not. There re two broadcasts, see. Thefirg isto confuse the police, thisannounces afase
location for thefestival, so the police set up road blocks dl round it and use up their manpower. When
thishas dl gone ahead, the BBC broadcast the redl |ocation of the festival. What they say is, “ Thousands
of disappointed travellers, turned away by police from such and such aplace, are now believed to be
heading for—" And that’ swherethe gig redlly is. And we end up there before the police arrive’

‘But what about al the punch-ups with the police?

‘“Well, you can’'t make the operation run too smoothly. The police would eventudly sussthat they
were being had. So what happensis, the BBC arrange For there to be some violent skirmishes. It makes
the policelook like they’ re doing their job, and it provides the BBC with some great footage for the Six
0’ clock news. Everybody’ s happy.’

‘But your blokes get beaten up.

‘Not our blokes. They're dl actorsworking for the BBC. Check it out next time you watch it. You'll
recognize afew old faces: ex breskfast TV presenters, that bloke who used to be on Blue Peter.’

‘Incredible,” said Tuppe. ‘Sowhoisit at the BBC that organizesthe festivals?

Bollocks shrugged. ‘ Probably some old reprobate who remembers the good old days before the
war, when the BBC used to make up all of the news.

‘That ringsabell.” Tuppe scratched his head. ‘I’ ve read that somewhere.’

‘I read it in The Book of Ultimate Truths.” Bollockstwiddled the dias on theradio set. ‘Written
by aforgotten genius, guy caled Hugo Rune. Ever heard of him?

‘| do believel might.” Tuppe suddenly became aware that the bus was beginning to rock violently.

‘Keep it down back there, Corndlius,” the smdll fellow shouted. *We retrying to get the BBC.

Arthur Kobold sat in hisdingy little relocated office, degp somewherein aForbidden Zone. Hewas
fed up.

‘I'mfed up,” he said.

“You're fed up? How do you think | fee? This question was addressed to him by the big deflated
green thingy, which now lay in awrinkly hegp on the guest chair, looking not unlike one of Ed Gein's
hand-titched evening suits.

‘Stuff you,” said Arthur.

‘If you'd be so kind. Yesplease.’

‘What are you doing herein my office anyway? Y ou retrieved the diamonds. What do you want?

‘ want my money.’

‘Money? What money?

‘My time and a hdf for after midnight. And there were some out-of-pocket expenses. I’ vefilledina
chitty.’
‘Filled in achitty? Have you gone stark raving mad? Y ou don't get any time and ahalf after

mid-night. Y ou’ re a conjuration. Moulded from etheric space by a process of controlled resonance,
involving the use of certain restricted words of power. Imbued with a rudimentary intelligence and the
physica wherewithd to achieve acertain end. To wit, the reclamation of the diamonds. Thisyou have
achieved. Hence, your work isdone.’

“Y ou're making me redundant,” complained the wrinkly hegp of skin.

“You areredundant,” said Arthur Kobold.



‘“Then | want my redundancy money.

‘I don't think I’'m making myself clear.” Arthur rose from hischair, plodded around his desk,
plucked up the swathe of skin, tucked it to his chest, folded it once, folded it twice, smoothed out the
wrinkles and folded it athird time. Then he went over to hisfiling cabinet, opened the top drawer,
dropped the neetly folded redundant conjuration into a vacant file and dammed shut the drawer.

‘Get the picture? he asked.

‘Let meout,” cried amuffled voice. ‘Unfold me at once, you fat bastard. Let me out, | say.’

Arthur Kobold returned to his chair. ‘ Put asock init,” he said. ‘ Or it' s the paper shredder for you.’

Inspectre Hovis was in the Portakabin. He was shredding paper, |oads and loads of paper. He had
aready shredded the important case notes for no less than twenty-three big unsolveds. Not to mention a
quantity of vital documents, bound for the desk of Chief Inspector Lytton, which had turned up on his by
accident.

Hoviswas thoroughly enjoying himsalf When the telephone began to ring, he had considerable
diffi-culty infinding it.

But when he had, he picked up the receiver and said, * Inspectre Hovis speaking,” the way that only
he could say it.

‘Sherringford, my dear fellow,” said avoice. ‘ None the worse for your regrettable wetting, | trust.’

‘Who isthis spesking?

‘Itisl. Rune’

‘Rune?| don't believe | know any Rune.” Hovisfloundered franticaly amongst the shreddings. He
had to find another phone, get this cal traced. * Rune, you say. How do you spell that please?

‘Asin Rune, you buffoon. Y ou know mewel enough. My file lies before you. Somewhere beneath
the shreddings, | have no doubt.’

‘1 do believe your nameringsasmall bell.” Hovis ceased hisfoolish flounderings. The Portakabin did
not possess, amongst its many hidden charms, another telephone.

‘A small bell? roared the voice of Rune. ‘How dareyou, sir. My nameisaclarion cal. A mighty
chime of hope, issuing from the tower of Ultimate Truth. For such aswas, isnow, and shal be ever
more.

‘Quite so,” said Hovis. ‘How may | help you?

‘Help me? Help me? Y ou think that you can help the man who has brought succour to the crowned
heads of Europe? The man who taught the Dalai Lamato play darts? The man who shared his
deeping-bag with Rasputin, J. Edgar Hoover and Sandra Dee? The man who once scaed the Eiffel
Tower in fisherman’ swaders, to win abet with Charles de Gaulle?

‘What do you want, Rune? asked Inspectre Hovis.

‘Do you gill have my diamonds? Rune enquired.

‘What diamonds are you referring to?

‘Oh wake up, Hovis, do. The Godolphins. | sprayed the damn street with them. At no small risk to
my hedth and well being. Thought they might stir up your interest. Tickle your fancy. Do you gill have
them?

‘No,” said Hovis. ‘I don't.’

‘Nabbed by the blighter who reduced you to your underwear. Am | right?

‘You are’

‘Of course | am. | dwaysam. Y ou will meet me this afternoon. Three of the post meridian clock.
At The Wife' s Legs Café, Brentford. There we shall discuss matters and you will stand me a buttered
muffin and a pot of Lapsang. Come aone and unarmed. Y our knighthood dependsonit.” And then the
phone went dead.

Hovis thrashed shreddings from his chair and flopped into it. Thiswas aturn up for the book and no
mistake. Rune caling him. This put the cat amongst the pigeons and the nigger in the woodpile. It wasa
finekettle of fish.

Hovistook out asmall greasy clay pipe, filled it with opium and rolled plug tobacco and lit it with a



lucifer. Thiswas aregular three-pipe problem and no mistake.

He tossed the match cardlessdy asde and it fell into awaste-paper basket. Here, in thefinal
moments of its short, yet brilliant career, that match passed on that thing which Prometheus stole from
Olympus, to ascrewed up Kleenex tissue.

Thistissue would smoulder gently away for quite sometime. And it would be several hours before
the fire began in earnest (not to be confused with the other Earnest). But when thisfire did get started, it
would rip through the Portakabin, reducing it to blackened ruination, in less than ten minutes.

Sadly, Inspectre Hoviswould not be around to enjoy the conflagration. He would be in Brent-ford.
In The Wife'sLegs Café, drinking Chéateau La Swasantnerf and listening to the words of Hugo Rune.

Mad and mysterious be the ways of fate that shape our ends. Y et the vell that coversthe future' s
face may well be woven by the hand of mercy.

Some say.

...and the minigter denied that recent alegations of sexua misconduct, illega appropriation of
Govern-ment funds and direct involvement in the sale of nuclear weaponsto a Third-World power, had
any-thing to do with hisresignation. He merely wished to spend more time with hiswife and children.
Dreaming about trains.

‘Upwards of twenty-three thousand travellers are expected to attend the summer solstice fetivd in
Gunnersbury Park on the border of Brentford tomorrow, where world-famous rock band Gandhi’s
Hairdryer will be performing. Lord Crawford, whose family have owned historic Gunnersbury House and
itslandscaped grounds for the last two hundred and thirty years, said that he hoped everyone would have
ajolly good time and that if anyone got caught short, it was OK for them to use histoilet.’

Bollocks switched off the radio s&t. ‘ There you go, he said.

Tuppe bounced up and down. ‘I'm trying to follow this. The festival isnot redlly going to bein
Gunners-bury Park.’

‘No. That'sto fool the police. Thefestivd ison Star Hill. We know this because Boneisafriend of
the Gandhi’ s drummer and he heard about it months ago.

“Whacky stuff,” said Tuppe. ‘I loveit.” Corndius came bumbling down the bus. ‘Watcha,” said the
amal fellow. ‘Finaly broken surface?

‘Yesthanks. Did | just hear that the gig' s been moved to Gunnersbury Park?

Tuppe tapped hisnose. ‘It'sdl asecret. I'll tell you later.’

‘Good shag? Bollocks asked.

‘Very nicethank you.

“Hope you wore a condom. We're dl rotten with the clap.’

‘Of course’” Corndliusgrinned. ‘It paysto play safe’

‘But | thought you were supposed to be fathering children,” said Tuppe.

Corndiusdid not reply to this. But he spied Bone at the whedl and redlized for thefirst timethat the
happy bus was moving once more. ‘Where arewe now? he asked.

‘Heading for Brentford.” Bollocks skinned up ajoint. ‘ Tell me, Cornelius, who are you redly?

‘Redlly? What does that mean?

Bollocks smiled. “Wdll, you' re somebody, aren’t you? We could all sussthat when we picked you
up. Then the businesswith the farmers. And now your big hair. Famous people dways have big hair.
There sno point in denying that.’

‘He sthe Stuff of Epics,’ said Tuppe. ‘I told you.’

‘Isthis an epic we' re in now, then? | mean, because we picked you up and you hel ped us out. Does
this mean we re in the epic with you?

Corndiusrammed large quantities of big hair down the back of his shirt. It gppeared to have grown
considerably during the short period that his head had been bandaged. ‘| suppose it would mean you
wereinittoo,” hesad, ‘if | wasdill init mysdf. But I’'mnot.

‘He quit,” Tuppe explained.



‘That’ sabit of acop-out.” Bollocksrolled aroach. *Why did you quit?

‘His bottlewent,” said Tuppe.

‘It did not. | became, er, disllusoned.’

‘Bottlejob.” Tuppe made obscenelittle pinchings with histhumb and forefinger.

‘Tell meabout it.” Bollocks dipped in the roach. * Y our epic, what went wrong, why you be-came
disllusoned. Perhaps the bus and us could help.’

‘1 don't think you could.’

‘Wdll, tdl me anyway.

Corndius shrugged. ‘All right, I'll tell you thelot.

| doubt if you'll believe me. You'll probably think it'sal bollocks’

‘Probably,” said Bollocks, twisting the joint’ stip and preparing to light up. ‘ Everything dsein this
worldis’

The Wife' s Legs dways hummed in the warm weether. Midsummer and the Vent Axiaon the blink
again. Fag smoke fugged the air, chip fat ran down the windows, but the teawas spot on, and the fried
dices.

Inspectre Hovis entered to no gpplause. He fanned before hisface. The fug stuck. And hein hislast
auit. It would never do.

Big men filled the chairs. They enjoyed cigarettes and gave not ahoot for government hedlth
warn-ings. Severd rose from their seats upon sighting the Ingpectre and made off with talk of pressing
businesselsawhere.

Hoviswaved them fond farewells. And sought Rune.

The mage sat in the corner. In the shadows. Enigmatic. Outre’. Spacious. Before him on thetable,
an ashbowl contained the butts of three South Ameri-can cigars. A bottle of Chateau La Svasantnerf
lacked itslabel and athird of its contents. Two large hands, their fingers sheathed with exatic rings, toyed
with an empty wineglass. Rune' shead waslost in darkness.

‘Come,’ called thevoice of Rune.

Hovis came. He pulled up achair and settled down at Rune' stable.

‘Drink? The mage poured wine and pushed the glass towards Hovis. * Tell mewhat you think.’

The Inspectre raised the glass to his nose, turned it, took asniff, held the glassto the light, put it to
hislips, took asip, then gargled.

‘A finenose,’ said he. *Good firm body. Milk white thighs.’

‘Milk whitethighs? Rune asked.

‘Chateau La Svasantnerf,” said Hovis. * ‘69, of course. West end of the vineyard and trodden by
the owner’ sniece. Milk whitethighs’

‘Correct. Sherringford, why did you become a policeman?

“Why did you become awanted crimina?

‘No crimind |, said Rune. ‘ Common laws are for common people’

Hovis sipped from hisglass. ‘Why have you invited me here?

‘We share acommon, and here | use the word advisedly, a common craving. Recognition for our
genius. You for yours and mefor mine. Y ou arethe best The Y ard hasto offer. | am the greatest that
mankind has ever seen. Together we might achieve a certain celebrity.’

‘“Would you care to eucidate?

‘The Crime of the Century,” said Rune. ‘What €lse?

“Hugo Rune, | am arresting you on suspicion. Y ou are not obliged to say anything, but anything you
do say may be taken down and used in evidence.

‘“Youslly arse} said Hugo Rune. ‘' You'll empty the entire café. Be ill now and listen. | have much
to say to you. And by much, | mean agrest deal.’

“Y ou knocked me into the Thames,” the Inspectre complained.

‘| didit to saveyour life. You will be for ever in my debt. But now sit comfortably and know ajoy
that sadly | can never know.’



‘What joy isthat?
‘Thejoy of ligening whilst | talk.’

... Of lisening whilst | talk.” Rune’ swords went down on tape. And his actions were observed,
through the telephoto lens of Chief Inspector Lytton' s regulation police-issue surveillance camera

Because, of course, the Portakabin telephone had been bugged. Rune' s call to Hovis had been
recorded and during the time between the phone call and the meeting, The Wife's Legs had also been
bugged.

Chief Inspector Lytton put aside his camera. He stood upon the flat roof of abuilding opposite the
café. Hewas avery furious chief ingpector. A chief ingpector who, not one hour before, had received a
telephone cal from Prince Charles himsdlf, requesting the reinstatement of Inspectre Hovis and that
Lytton pass on the good news of hisforthcoming knight-hood.

Chief Ingpector Lytton glanced down at the junior officer who knelt beside him. This officer had his
finger poised above the firing button of an anything--but-regulation police-issue 7.62 mm M 134 Genera
Electric Minigun.

‘Fireassoon as| givethe order,” said Chief Inspector Lytton.

The junior officer, whose name was Constable Ken Loathsome, did a big thumbs up. *Who eatsthe
lead, Chief? he asked.

‘“Two men,” said Brian Lytton. ‘A large bald one and anot quite so large gangly one. The large bald
oneisaseid killer. Twenty-three children. Pulled their still-begating hearts out with his bare hands. And
ate‘em.

‘Urgh!” went Ken.

‘The not so large, gangly one. HE'samuch nagtier piece of work.’

‘Blimey, sad Ken.

‘S0 just make sure you don’t miss. Do the job right and you might well find there sapromotionin it
for you.

‘Right on,” said Congtable Ken.

Police Congtable Kenneth L oathsome wasn't much of ashot. But then, he wasn't much of an
anything redlly. Distinguished only by acrummy mock-American accent and the desire to shoot people,
Chief Ingpector Lytton couldn’t really have chosen a better man for thejob.

It was alittle after five of the late-afternoon clock, when two figures, one large and bald and one not
quite aslarge, but gangly, stepped out from The Wife's Legs Café and stood upon the pavement. They
were shaking hands at the moment Chief Inspector Lytton gave Constable Ken the order to fire.

Ken flipped up the safety cover and rammed his thumb hard down on thefiring button. The 7.62 mm
M134 Genera Electric Minigun did what it did best.

Dispensed 7.62 mm x 51 shells at the rate of six thousand a minute.

Rapid fire! The congtable was hard put to keep the killing end of the mighty wegpon trained on
anything even vagudly resembling the targets. But at that range, and with such an awesome piece of
hardware, you redly can’'t miss.
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Hugo Rune took a dozen rounds to the head. Theforce lifted him from hisfeet and drove him back
through the window of The Wife' sLeg s Café. Hovisturned in horror, tried to run. Bullets raked across
his chest. Riddled him from head to foot.

Somehow Rune wasrising. He came forward, his great arms outspread. But bulletsrained into him,
and hefell acrossthe now lifeless body of Inspectre Hovis. Late of Scotland Y ard.

When Constable Ken finally released histrigger finger, twenty-three seconds had passed. Two
thous-and three hundred rounds had |ft the minigun. The police had run up abill for twenty-three
thousand poundsin damage claims. And two men lay dead on the pavement.

‘Solong, suckers,” said Ken briefly. And then he was violently sick.

‘Ohmy God,” he continued, and, ‘what have | done?

“You vedoneaman’sjob, sr.” Brian Lytton looked upon dl that he had made, and found it
plessng.

‘Bleeuugh!’” went Ken, on to the chief ingpector’ strousers.

A crowd had already begun to form around the two dead men. Appearing, asif from nowhere.
Those who have read The Book of Ultimate Truths will recognize this as Spontaneoudy Generated
Crowd Phenomenon. Those who have not, will not.

The big men, who had taken cover when thekilling started, were now climbing to their feet, dusting
themsdves down and squaring their shouldersin rugged manly ways.

The wife was dready recelving far more comfort than she actually needed.

Chief Ingpector Brian ‘Bulwer’ Lytton smiled an evil smile and led the blubbering constable away
down the fire escape.

“You chuck up in the car and you'refor it,’ said he. “* And you can foot the bill to have my trousers
dry—cleaned.’

Prince Charleswastaking tea. But not with ‘the parson’ thistime. With Polly and her mum. In their
kitchen. He hadn’'t mentioned to Polly yet about making the phone cal to have Hovisreingtated, he
thought he' d save that for later. Be anice surprisefor her.

Polly put the kettle on. She never minded doing it a home. Her mum whispered away at her from
behind atea cosy imaginatively fashioned to resemble the head of John the Bapti<t.

“Y ou know who he lookslike? she asked Polly. ‘No,” said Polly.

‘Jeff Beck,” said her mum.

‘He does not.’

‘He doestoo. My friend Mrs Murphy played bass for Jeff on “Hi Ho Silver Lining”. She showed
methis picture. Jeff had more hair then. But the ears are the same.’

‘Don’t you have amesting of the Chiswick Townswomen's Guild to go to?

Prince Charles made that curious jaw movement that he doeswhen he' sfedling log. ‘ Thisisa
charming kitchen,” he said. ‘ Are these Hygena units?

‘They’ re Pogue and Poll,” replied Polly’s mum, drying her hands on adishcloth printed with the
image from the Turin Shroud. * My husband Coalin fitted them. They camein aflat pack.’

‘Werethey difficult to erect?

‘Y esquite. Theingructionswerein Danish. Happily my husband is cunnilingua .

‘The worktops ook very easy to wipe down,” said the heir to the throne. *Isthat afaux—marble
finih?

‘No, it'sFormica’

‘“How interesting,” said the prince. * And do you have any |abour-saving devices?

‘Y es, we have amicrowave oven.

‘Ahyes.’ Prince Charles scratched hisear. My friend Mark Knopfler used to sing a song about
those. Although | forget how it went.’

‘Thereyou are,” whigpered Polly’s mum behind the Baptist’s head. ‘| know abalding middle-aged



ex-muso when | seeone.” Shetook hersalf over to the table and sat down next to the prince. ‘Areyou in
the music businessyoursdf, Mr...

‘Windsor,” said himsdf.

“Windsor? Y ou're not related to Barbara Windsor, by any chance?

‘Barbara? The prince adjusted his double—breaster.

‘Busty Babs, the loveable cockney sparrow. Star of countless Carry On films!’

Charles|ooked bewildered. He was bewildered.

‘Would you carefor adlice of Black Forest Géteau, Mr Windsor? Polly’s mum passed the plate.

‘Yesplease’

‘Mr Windsor ismy new employer,” said Polly, bringing over the kettle and warming the pot.

“How nice. And did you say you were in the music industry, Mr Windsor?

‘Not redlly.” Prince Charles suddenly seemed to have cake dl over himsdif.

‘But you do know Mark Knopfler. Do you know anyone else? In “the biz’, asit were?

‘Phil Coffins,” the prince ventured.

‘Not fanciable Phil, loveable cockney sparrow and star of countless Phil Coffinsfilms?

‘And Bob Geldof. | met him once.

Polly’smum smiled at the prince. ‘Excusemeamo’,” she said. Rising from the table, she took Polly
by the arm and guided her back to the cooker. *He' sared no-mark, thisbloke,” she whispered. ‘A right
name—dropper.’

‘Oh, and | know thelead singer of Gandhi’ sHairdryer.’

‘What? Polly’s mum returned to the table. * Y ou know Van Glory?

‘Oh yesindeed. We re very good chums. We share acommon interest in team trains’

‘Get away,’ said Polly’smum.

‘Truly, said the prince.

‘Van Glory,” sghed Polly’ smum.

‘“Would you like to meet him? asked the prince. *Only he sent me some stage passes for his concert
tomorrow night. Perhaps you' d like to have them.” He patted at his pocketsin search of them, but he
only did it for effect, because, asthose in the know, know, the royals do not have real pockets, because
they never haveto carry anything around with them. ‘ They're outsdein the Aston Martin,’ said Prince
Charles. ‘I'll go and get them.” And so saying, that’ sjust what he did.

Polly’smum winked at her daughter. ‘ Aston Martin and he knows Van Glory. You' vefdlen on
your feet thistime, my girl. Thisbloke'sa God-damn prince’

Corndius had findly done with thetelling of hisepic tde. He didn't think he’ d |eft anything out. HE'd
told of his search for the missing chaptersfrom The Book of Ultimate Truths and how Arthur Kobold
had conned them from him; of his discovery that Hugo Rune was hisred father and that mankind was
secretly con-trolled by arace of non-humansinhabiting the Forbidden Zones.

Of what happened when he and Tuppe entered one of the zones. Of the MacGregor Mathers and of
thetime spdll and of Hugo Rune. And of Hugo Rune sdiabolica stratagems.

He concluded his soliloquy with wordsto the effect that, bad as the beingsin the zones might be, far
worse were the consequences of their sudden exposure to an unsuspecting world. To whit, the complete
and utter collapse of civilization asany of them knew it.

Something that he persondly, did not want on his conscience.

Bollocks just sat there,. thejoint gtill there between hisfingers. He hadn’t even lit it. His mouth hung
wide and hisface lacked for an expression.

‘Ishedtill bresthing? Tuppe asked.

‘Only just.” Bollocks et out along low whidtle. * And you two realy went through al of that?

‘All of that.” Tuppe nodded vigoroudly. ‘And so herewe are’

Bollocks stared into the face of Corndlius Murphy. Y ou bastard,” he said.

“Youwhat?

‘| said, you bastard. Y ou know that you' re the Stuff of Epics. Y ou get involved in something as



incredible asdl that, you go through dl that you’ ve gone through, and then you quit? Y ou just quit? You
bastard.’

‘It' sfar more complicated than you think—

‘Ohnoitisn't, said Bollocks.

‘Ohyesitis, replied Cornelius.

‘Ohnoitisn’'t, chorused everyone on board the happy bus. For they had al been listening to the tall
boy ashetold histale.

‘I'msorry,” said Corndlius. ‘But | quit.

‘Bastard.” Bollocksthrew up hishands. * Y ou bastard. Get off our bus.’

‘No, Bollocks, wait.” Candy dropped down on to the cushions beside Cornelius. ‘Y ou know you
can't quit redly,” shesaid. 'Y ou can't quit being who you are. Being what you are. And knowing what
you know.’

‘I can,’ said Corndlius. ‘And | have’

‘Off,’ said Bollocks,

‘No,” said Candy. ‘ Cornelius, listen. Y ou have to go on. Seeit through to the end. Y ou have to. Not
just for yoursdlf. But for al of us. For the children.’

Corndiuslooked up at the children. They sat before him in awide-eyed row. A smal onewith curly
hair blinked back atear. ‘ Are you going to save usfrom the bad fairies? she asked.

Thetall boy groaned. Heredly didn't need this.

The small child scrambled avay and Candy said, * Y ou haveto, Corndlius. You just haveto.’

‘| can't. | just.

Thesmadl child returned. Sunlight angling down through the windows caught her golden hair to
perfection. She had large tearsin her eyes now and she held in her hands ... an ocanna.

‘Thisismy daddy’s,” she said. ‘Will you take it and stop the bad fairies?

Corndius Murphy buried hisfacein hishands. * All right! All right! | give up.’

The king was pissed again. It was late afternoon after al, and he was the king.

“Y ou do have everything under control now, don’t you, Arthur? was the question that he asked.

‘Certainly do.” Arthur availed himself of the roya cakes without being asked. ‘| have just had acall
from achief inspector of police that we have on our payroll. Heinforms me that Hugo Runeisno longer
athreat to security.’

“Youmeanhe s— ‘Very, sad Arthur.

‘Shame,” said theking.

‘Oh, don't gart dl that again.’

‘Do you know, the king poured himsdlf another drink, ‘ sometimes | wonder if it' sal redly
worth-while? This buggering up of mankind that we do. Holding them back. Messing them al about.’

‘They would thank you for it if they knew,” Arthur unrdiably informed hisking.

‘Would they redlly thank me?

‘Of coursethey would. They love you, don't they?

‘Do they Hill loveme, redly?

‘They adoreyou. Y ou till have an enormousfollowing.’

‘Tdl meabout my following,” said theking. ‘ Tell me, Arthur.’

‘They gtill perform The Ceremony of the Sacred Sock.’

‘Do they? asked theking. ‘What isthat by the way?

Arthur sighed. ‘ The sacred ceremony, where they pray for you to bestow gifts upon them.’

*And do they Hill cal me by my name? asked theking.

‘Ohvyes,’ said Arthur Kobold. ‘ They ill call you good old Father Christmas!’

The crowd closed in around Cornelius Murphy.
There were tears of joy and kisses and smiles and cuddlings. And things of that nature generdly.
Touching? Heart-warming? Sentimental overkill?



Steven Spielberg could not have directed it better. Tuppe, who had in fact directed it, paid off the
small golden child with afifty-pence piece. ‘ Y ou done good, kid,” said he.

“We agreed apound,” the child replied. * And two for the ocarina’

‘Just call me good old Father Christmas,” said Tuppe.

‘Good old Father Christmas,” said the king.

‘Good old you,” said Arthur Kaobold.

‘And they till hang up their socks?

‘They 4ill hang them up, but you don’t put any-thing in them any more.

‘No,” sadtheking, ‘| don’t. Why don’'t 1”7

‘Because’, said Arthur, *you got fed up with it and you said, “ Stuff the lot of them, it's my birthday
and it's my magic birthday spell. And I’m going to use it having agood time and the parents can fill up
their kids' stockingsthemselves™

‘| said that?

“You did. And at the end you said, “ So there!” And you stuck out your tongue. | remember that
quitewdl.

‘ Stuck out my tongue?

‘And sad, “Sotherel”!

‘| did that?

“Y ou know you did. The specia birthday spell was formulated so you could travel al around the
world dispensing joy and goodwill and presents, before one second of redl time had passed.’

‘So that’show | did it. | dwayswondered.’

‘That’show you did it. But you don’t do it any more.

‘Because that other bloke stole my birthday,” said theking in asulky voice.

‘Thet other bloke? Jesus, you mean! Y ou can't even bring yourself to say hisname.’

‘Heripped me off,” Father Christmas complained. ‘ Just because he was born on my birthday. He
even named himself after me. Jesus Christmas! Doesn't sound right anyway .

‘| havetried to explain to you about him before,” said Arthur. ‘1 don’t know why you get so worked
up. You're both gods, aren’t you? In as many words, and as near as makes no odds. But you're afar
more popular god than him redlly.’

‘Am|? asked King Christmas.

‘Of courseyou are. | keep telling you. Christmas Day. Which god would you choosg, if you werea
kiddie? The squaling brat in the manger, who' s get-ting al the presents, or the jolly red-faced man, with
the nice white beard, who' s bringing you presents?

‘1 know which onel’d choose,” said the king.

‘And me,’ said Arthur.

*So do you think | should use my specia spell to bring joy and goodwill and presents once more to
theworld of men?

‘Nah,” said Arthur. * Stuff the bastardsiswhat | say.’

‘My opinion entirely,” theking agreed. ‘I’'m theguvnor. I'min charge. And I’ ll run the world my
way.

‘Quite so,” said Arthur. Y ou do it your way.

‘1 will," said theking. ‘*And, Arthur, asyou have done so well, | am going to promote you. From
now on you are my chief of security.’

‘Oh goody goody gumdrops,” said Arthur Kobold through gritted teeth.

‘And | want abit of peace and quiet, Arthur. No more horrible humans stealing my cars. No-one
trying to bring down my kingdom. Y ou take care of that for me and we shal al live happily ever after. Is
thisMurphy cresture going to be a problem?

Arthur shook his head. * Not unless he managesto raise an army against us. And | can't seewhere
he’ d get one of those from, can you?
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Twenty-three thousand travellers are expected to attend the free festival at Gunnersboury Park
tomorrow. Lord Crawford, interviewed this after-noon a Heathrow, shortly before his departure for a
long weekend in Antigua, said that he deeply re-gretted that he would not be able to attend the festival in
person, but hoped that everyone would have ajolly finetime. And make their own toilet arrangements.

A police spokesman said that the area surrounding the park would be closed off and that no
travellerswould be alowed through. He did not expect any trouble, athough there was dways, what he
described as*ahard core’, who turned nasty. The regular policy of meeting violence with violence would
be adopted. On-the-gpot film of the skirmisheswill be shown tomorrow on News a Sx.’

Bollocksturned off theradio. ‘ Uncanny,” said he. The happy buswasrolling merrily dong. Tuppe
stood on the back seat and watched the world that passed behind. ‘It looks like we' ve got us aconvoy,
hesad.

Cornelius sat beside him. He whistled while he worked. He had the ocarinain one hand and a
skewer in the other.

Tuppe dropped down beside him. *How’ sit coming? he asked. ‘ And careful with that Skewer,” he
went on. ‘Y ou nearly had my eyeout.’

‘Do these new holeslook in the right placesto you? Cornelius handed Tuppe the ocarina.

Tuppe gaveit alooking over. ‘ They do to me. Can you remember the order to play themin?

‘No need,” said Corndlius. ‘ As you will be doing the playing.’

‘Ohyes? And whenwill | be doing this?

‘Tomorrow evening. At thefedtival. On Star Hill. We know there' saporta there, don’'t we?

“We don’t know exactly whereabouts though. It' sabig hill. It could take alot of blowing.’

‘Oh | think we can get the hill to meet ushafway.’

“Y ou have aserious plan in mind, then?

‘Certainly do.” Corndiustapped his nose with the skewer and nearly put his own eye out.

Tuppe was certainly right about the convoy. Asthe happy bus bowled aong, other busesfdl into
line behind it. Not adl of these looked particularly happy though. Most looked dark and dire and
atogether intimidating. And, it had to be said, their occupants didn’t look abundle of laughs either.
Morose was probably the word. Down right evil were three more.

But they weren't, of course. Anything but. These were middle—class university graduates, with
firg-class honours degreesin sociology and psychology and philosophy and ‘the humanities (whatever
they are). All those qudifications which aren’t worth that afore-mentioned bogeyman' s bottom burpin
the economic climate of today.

Not that it was the failure to secure work in their chosen fields of endeavour that drove these people
into alife on the road. Oh no, it was a shared wish to make the world a happier placeto livein.

Now at first glance, or even a second or third, shaving lumps out of your hair, dressing in evil-
srdlingrags, dragging smal dogs around on strings and generdly carrying on in the vilest imaginable
manner, might not seem the way to go about making the world ahappier place.

But not so. Throughout history, society has forever Looked to find ascapegoat in times of criss.
When trouble looms, there' s nothing people like better than o find some minority to blame. It'sa
tradition, or an old charter, or something.

It leads to pogroms and ethnic cleansing. It is most unpleasant.

And thisiswhere the travellers comein.

At asecret congressin the early 1980s, agroup of socialy aware unemployed young graduates sat
down and set out amanifesto. They would form themselves, they said, into aband so despicable, so foul
and unspeakable, that they would become the universal scapegoat.

It worked like a dream, and does to this day. When the travellers appear in town, old scores are
forgotten, the community bands together in perfect harmony against the common foe.

It unites. And it remains united. And bit by bit the world becomes ahappier place.



Or soit saysin The Book of Ultimate Truths.

Arthur Kobold tucked the king into bed. Good old

Father Christmas, the Guvnor, Secret Ruler of the

Whole Wide World, snored soundly.

Arthur stood over the deeper and made a gun with the fingers of hisright hand. * Bitow bitow bitow,’
he went as he mimed the nation.

‘TheKingisdead. Long live King Arthur the First.” He blew imaginary smoke from his gun barrel
fore-finger. ‘King Arthur, d’ you hear that, punk?

Theking gtirred in his dumbers, mumbled some-thing about chimney pots and lapsed into loud
snorings.

Arthur Kobold dunk from the room.

Prince Charles returned to Buckingham Palace. He returned in the company of Polly Gotting. There
was no way hewasgoing to let her out of hissight. They were made for each other. Hejust knew it.
There was the age difference, of course. And the class barrier. But one of the best things about being a
member of theroya family wasthat you could pretty much do anything you wanted. That wasthe whole
point of being ‘aroyd’, wasn'tit?

Charles could never understand why the Press made such afuss when one of hisfamily went off the
rails (an expression which was something of afavourite with him). Surely it wasa‘royd’s duty to do just
that. In private, naturaly. Not where it might frighten the horses.

Polly followed the prince through the palace cor-ridors. She gazed up at the historic walls, with their
historic paintings hanging above the historic furniture. Although there could obvioudy be no mora
judtification for so very much wealth being in the hands of so very few people, there was something
amost comforting about it. I1ts permanence, perhaps? She certainly wasn't aroyaist, teenage royaists
are not exactly an endangered species (they’ re much rarer than that), she was smply a person.

And asaperson, and being here, it was quite clear that there was more to the monarchy than just
the sum of its parts.

Prince Charlesled her up asweeping flight of steps, which might well have been the very oneon
which Cinderelladropped her dipper. He opened the door of his private gpartment and smiled her inside.
A telephone was ringing and he went off to answer it.

Polly sat down on an enormous bed and took in the room. There was another opportunity herefor a
pretentious and not particularly amusing architectural description, but asarunning gag, it hadn't redly
proved its worth.

So Polly looked al around, wasn't all that keen on what she saw and waited for the prince to return.

When hedid he said, * That was my equerry, Leo Fdix. Dark chap. Y ou met him when you came
for theinterview.’

Polly nodded.

‘Leo saysthat I’ ve been invited to host the concert that Gandhi’ s Loincloth are giving tomorrow.

‘Hairdryer,” said Polly.

‘I don’t think | have one,’ said the prince.

‘Gandhi’s Hairdryer. You sad Loincloth.’

‘Did I? asked the prince. ‘ That' sfunny, because Calin, that’ sthe lead singer, he'sachum of mine.
Loincloth? 1 wonder why | said that.’

“Y ou werelooking at my legswhenyou sad it

‘Ah,’ said the prince. * One was, was one?

‘Onewas, I'm afraid. Areyou going to host the gig, then?

‘| redlly don’t know. What do you think? Would it be the done thing?

‘Would you like me to be the done thing again? Polly asked the prince, which was pretty
excruciating, but people do say thingslike that when the relation-ship is till a the hot-and-horny stage.
And at least they hadn’t started giving each other nauseating little pet names yet.

‘“Toot toot,” went the prince. ‘ Big Boy iscoming into the tunne—



‘Don’'t beaprat,” said Pally.

‘I'll tell you what,” said Tuppe, when Corndius had finished outlining his serious plan, ‘that isa
serious plan you have just finished outlining there.’

‘S0, what do you think?

‘Well, let me get it Straight. What you are suggest-ing is, that, as Bone knows the Gandhi’ s
drummer, ‘he swingsit for meto get up on stage in the middle of the gig and play the magic notesthrough
the megawatt sound system. Then, when the portal opens, you do a sort of Pied Piper routine and lead a
twenty-three-thousand-strong peace convoy through the portal and into the Forbidden Zones!’

‘Exactly. Overwhem the blighters with a angle unexpected and peaceful invasion. | don’t want to
wipe them out, Tuppe, | just want them to leave mankind aone to get on with its own business’

‘And you redly think Kobold's bunch will agreeto that?’

‘Wdll, if | suddenly found twenty-three thousand travellersin my front room, I’ d agree to pretty
much anything in order to get them out. Wouldn't you?

Tuppe grinned awicked grin. * And I’ d be prepared to reward, most handsomely, the enterprising
young man who could get them out.’

Corndiuswinked. ‘ My thoughts entirely. Arthur Kobold owes us substantial damages. Wewon't be
taking a cheque thistime. So, what do you think, ablinder of aplan, or what?

‘Well." Tuppe screwed up hisface. ‘I think it sared blinder. But, | do haveto say, that if Anna
were here, | have the feding that shejust might say that it was avery sad plan and possibly thet it
sucked. No offence meant.

‘Nonetaken, | assure you. So, do we, asthey say, giveit awhirl?

‘Asthey say, wedo.’

The sun went down upon Gunnersbury Park and no lights showed from the big house, home of the
Antigua-bound Lord Crawford. There were plenty of lights beyond the walls though. These were of the
revolving variety and adorned police car roofs. Roofs that had those big numbers on them for helicopter
recognition during riot Situtions.

Not that there were any riot Situations on the go at present. Oh no. The police cordon that ringed the
park around and about, and blocked off lots of vital roads, showed not the vaguest hint of riot.

The officers of thelaw lounged upon bonnets, smoking cigarettes, filling in their expense chittiesand
discussing the sort of thing that policemen discuss when in the company of their own kind.

The TV newsteams had al departed severa hours before, having got al their required footage. And
the anarchic travellers, who had put- up such aviolent struggle trying to break through the police cordon,
now st in cdlls, smoking cigarettes, filling in their expense chitties and discussing the sort of things that
actors discuss when in the company of their own kind.

Of the twenty-three thousand genuine travellers, there wasn't aone.

Mickey Minnswasin his shop, checking his equip-ment.

He had just returned from The Flying Swan.

The patrons of Brentford’ s most famous watering hole were taking their pleasures outside on the
pavement this particular evening. In deckchairs. They were viewing the borough’ s newest arrivas: the
travelers.

Now, as anyone who has ever spent any time therewill tell you, Brentford is not as other towns.
Anything but. And the previoudly related concept, of the travellers as universal scapegoats, didn’t amount
to much hereabouts. In Brentford camps which were divided, stayed divided. And camps which were
together, remained together.

The pubs, for instance, being the very linchpins of local culture, had long ago picked up sdes
regarding most things. The arrival of thetravellersdidn’t dter much.

The Shrunken Head, whose takings had been down of late, due to anew landlord with a penchant
for apub quiz, put up the TRAVELLERS WELCOME sign immediately.



Neville at The Flying Swan puit it to the patrons.

‘“Yesor no? heasked them.

Norman the corner-shopkeeper said ‘no’. He had aready put up the barricades and was preparing
himself for the holocaust to come.

Old Pete was of the yes persuasion. ‘ They’ re afree—love mob, aren’t they? was his argument.

There were yes-folk and no-folk and don'’ t-know-folk and don’t-cares. And when Nevillefinaly
cdled for ashow of hands, it wasfifty-fifty.

Which |eft Neville with the cagting vote. Some-thing Nevilleredly did not want.

And then, out of the blue, or, as many cynica fellowswere later to remark, right on cue, in walked
John Omadlly, resident drinker at The Swan for more years now than he cared to think about and aman
awaysready and willing to give hisal for the common good.

John thought for amoment and then came up with an ingpired compromise. A vetting system,
whereby he personally would undertake the responsibility of deciding who was worthy to enter the
hallowed porta of The Swan and who was not.

Neville was delighted with this, because if anything went wrong, he could put dl the blame on
Omdly.

The patrons were delighted with this aso, because if anything went wrong, they could put the blame
on John Omally.

And John Omally was delighted with it, because he intended that nothing would go wrong. Not with
him outside, carefully vetting the potential customers. That is, selling the entry tickets.

‘Itiscalled the spirit of free enterprise,’ hetold his best friend Jm Pooley.

‘| thought that was a car ferry which sank,” replied Jm. ‘But I’ ve got dl thoserolls of raffle tickets
you asked meto buy this morning. Red ones and green ones.

‘Jolly good. Red ones are admission to The Swan, ten bob ahead. Green onesare, sorry The
Swan'’ sfull up, but would you like-to buy aticket for the festival, two pounds a head.’

‘| thought it was afreefestivd,” sad Jm.

Omdly offered him that ‘ nothing isfreein thisworld look. Y ou' d better start the bdl rolling, Jm,’
said he. ‘Do you want aticket to get into The Swan, or what?

The happy bus had reached Brentford. It was parked down by the Grand Union Canal. Opposite
Leo Felix’ s used-car emporium. The natty-dreader had |eft his business empire in the hands of his
brother—in-law, him working full timefor the prince and everything.

Cornelius stretched out on awhole lot of cushions and viewed the Sars.

‘It sfunny to be home, but not redlly to be home,” he said.

‘| supposeit must be” Tuppe made himsdlf comfy.

Corndliusyawned. ‘It' sgoing to be a big day tomorrow.

‘ And then some. If you can pull this off, you'll change the whole world.’

* And the whole world will never know abouit it. That’ s the beauty of the thing, Tuppe. Kobold's
bunch will be forced to surrender, due to the sheer weight of numbers. And afterwards, who would
believe anything the travellers said anyway?

‘Inspired,” said Tuppe.

‘Thank you, said Cornelius.

And they both settled down to deep. Each secure in the knowledge that the other believed
whole-heartedly in the plan.

Which, naturdly, they did not.

It would have dipped past many people, probably because it has not been mentioned before, that
the following day was The Queen’ s Unofficial Birthday. She had her real birthday, of course. And her
Official birthday. But thiswas something new. Her specid Peopl€e's birthday.

It was an innovation, concelved by certain advisers and publicity people at the palace. These folks
sudied alot of history and recalled the time, chronicled in The Book of Ultimate Truths, of apre-war



period, when the King' s coronation was broadcast ‘live , threetimesin asingle year, asamorae
booster. And morale boosters such asthat, the world could aways do with.

And hence, these palace people had had big meet-ings with certain bigwigsin the TV industry. And
alive nationwide broadcast had been given the big thumbs up.

There wasn't going to be much to it. All the Queen had to do was come out on the balcony, read a
smdl prepared speech and wave at everybody.

It had been scheduled for eeven in the morning. But now the bigwigs were having a bit of arethink.

Therewasthis Gandhi’ s Hairdryer gig, you see. The big freefestival. It had been eating up alot of
headlines and was a so going out live, asaworldcast. If the Queen’ s balcony wave could be made to
coincide with this, perhaps during a break between numbers, while the Gandhi’ s were off-stage laying
groupies, or something, it made sound financia sense. Two for the price of one. And word had reached
the bigwigs ears, viaacertain Rastafarian equerry, that Prince Charles had agreed to host the Gandhi’s
ag.

However, the question did arise asto how the change of schedule might be *sold’ to the Queen. Her
Magesty not being a personage that islightly messed around with.

And so three bigwigs sat about a boardroom tablein one of those Modernist carbuncles, thrashing
the matter out.

‘Right,” said thefirgt. * Sdlling the proposition to HRH. Ideas anyone?

‘“Tdl her the wholeworld will bewatching, said the second. ‘ After dl, it will.’

“Won't impress her,” said thethird.

‘Tell her it'sfor the good of her people,” said the second.

“Who do we know that could tell her that and keep astraight face? asked thefirst.

‘Not me,” said the second.

‘Tdl her it'sfor her own good then,” said thethird. “Whichitis’

‘Perhapsif you took her abunch of flowerswhen you told her,’ thefirst suggested.

* And some chocolates,” the second added.

The third man shook his head and whistled the Harry Lime theme,

‘I say, guys,’ said afourth man, who had entered without knocking, ‘I think | have the solution.’

The three men turned to view this unannounced arrival. He was a dubious-looking cove, with a
camerasirung about hisneck. A camerawith abig long lens.

“Phone up her son Charlie and get him to ask her,” said thisfdlow. ‘ Tell him that | have certain
photographs of him in my possession. Photographs of him and a certain Polly Gotting, taken from a
bedroom window across the street from her house. Mention the words ‘tea and ‘ parson’, that should
swing it
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The Brentford sun rose from behind the water tower at the old pumping station and brought agolden
dawn to the borough. Birdies gossiped on the rooftops. Roses yawned in the memoria park. Pussy-cats
stretched themsalves and annelid worms of the class Polychaeta manipulated the bristles on their paired
parapodia

Norman at the corner-shop numbered up his newspapers and passed the bag through the hatchway
of the security grilleto Zorro the paper-boy. * Go with God,” said Norman.

A milk float jingled to ahat before one of the flat blocks and Mr Marsuple freighted a crate of Gold
Top towardsthe lift. He was whistling. Moments later he would return to find that the remaining
twenty-three crates had been stolen.

For, athough this was a golden dawn that promised aday of likewise hue, it was aday that the folk
of Brentford would long remember.

It was the day the travellers came to town.

Corndlius awoke to the smdll of frying bacon. Three streets avay, at The Wife' sLegs Cafe. He
chivvied Tuppe into wakefulness.

‘Gate for aserious fly-up? he asked.

‘We don’'t have any money.

‘Leavethat tome. Let’'sgo.’

They |eft the happy-busers to deep on and wan-dered out into the day. Cornelius stretched hislong
legs and Tuppe stretched his short ones.

‘It sgood to be back.” Cornelius made futile attempts to bat down his hair.

They walked up from the cand, through the historic Butts Estate, dlong Albany Road and around the
corner to TheWife sLegs.

It was abit of amess.

The windows had been boarded over and curious man-shaped outlines had been chalked on the
bullet pocked pavement outside.

‘What isdl this? Tuppe asked.

‘Let’'sgoinand ask.’” Cornelius pushed open what was left of the door and they went inside.

Thewifewasturning pink sausagesin afrying pan. Big men sat around tables, reading their small
news-papers, tugging upon mugs of teaand discussing the sort of things big men discusswhenin the
company of their own kind.

‘Morning, big men,” cdled Corndlius.

‘Morning, Corndius,’ the big men caled back. ‘Morning, Tuppe.’

‘“Morning, big men.’

‘I'll order breskfast, Corndiussaid. ‘Y ou tune up the big men. Find out what happened here’

‘Okedoke.’

Cornelius ordered breakfast. The wife looked decidedly shaky, but quite pleased to see him. She
gave him the cream of the milk. Corndliustold her he was expecting apostal order.

‘By the end of the week, or you're barred,” the wife told him.

Thetdl boy smiled warmly and freighted the mugs of teato hisfavourite table by the window. It was
abit short on view thismorning. Tuppe soon joined him.

“Y ou would not believe what happened here,’ he said as he scaled a stoal. * Someone opened fire
on the placewith aminigun.’

‘A minigun?Y ou'rekidding.’

‘l annot.’

“You mean a7.62 M 134 Generd Electric Mini-gun?

‘1 do.’

7.62 mm x 51 shells? 1.36 kg-recoail adaptors?

‘And asix-muzzle velocity of 869 m/s. That’ sthe one.



‘ Capable of firing six thousand rounds per minute?

‘Correct. Was dl that supposed to be funny, by the way?

‘Search me. So what exactly happened?

‘Well,” Tuppe sipped teg, ‘as| say, someone opened up on the place yesterday afternoon and shot
two men dead.’

‘Blimey,” said Cornelius.

‘Blimey isright. One was a policeman, well known in these parts. Inspectre Hovis!’

‘Never heard of him. What about the other?

‘Ah,’ said Tuppe.

‘Ah?What is, Ah?

‘Ahis I'msorry.’

‘“Why, what have you done?

‘I haven’t done anything.’

‘Then why are you gpologizing?

‘I'mnot gpologizing. I’'m saying I'm sorry.

‘Is this supposed to be funny? Thetall boy sipped histea

‘It snot funny. Listen, Corndlius. The other man who got shot, no-one got his name, but hewas a
great big heavily built man. With ashaven head. And he was wearing a nineteen-thirties Boleskine Tweed
plus-fourssuit.’

Corndlius spat histeadl over the table and dl over Tuppe.

Mickey Minns awoke in the wardrobe. There had been some more unpleasantnessin the Minns
house-hold, but it was better left undwelt upon. The Minns bore an arm-load of clothing away to the
bathroom. He redlly intended to enjoy the gig tonight and he wanted to look hisvery best.

The trouble was, as he stood in front of the mirror and struggled to get his arm down the narrow
deeve of acheesecloth shirt, a-shade-of-green-that-dare-not-speak-its-name, none of the fab old gear
seemed to fit any more.

It seemslike one of those redly wonderful ideas, keeping al of your old clothes. To still possess
those faded purple moleskin South Sea Bubble hipster loon pants, with the patch pockets and the
twenty-three-inch bottoms, the ones you wore to your first Happening. And the tie-dye five-button
granddad vest that you threw up al over.

Wonderful idea?1 don't think so.

Mickey returned to hiswardrobe and pulled out the Giorgio Armani suit that he had been saving
for when he was invited to attend The Rock and Pop Awards.

Outside the horn of hisvan went Beep! Beep! Honk! Mickey peered out of the window to see
Annawaving up & him.

Polly Gotting awoke in the bedroom of Prince Charles.

Theringing of the telephone woke her.

The prince reached over and picked it up.

‘One” said he.

Certain words cameto his ear and these he answered with polite ones of hisown.

More followed and the prince replied to these also. “ Yes,” he kept on saying. And then, * Goodbye.”

‘Whatever’ s happened? asked Polly. ‘Y ou look terrible’

‘Ah," said Charles Philip Arthur George, no relative of Barbara. ‘1 think I”d better go and have a
word with my mum.

‘I don’t know what to say.” Corneliusdidn’t. * Except I'm sorry | spat my teaover you. But he's
dead. Runeisdead. | can't believeit.’

‘Of courseit could just be another great heavily built man, with a shaven head and a penchant for
nineteen-thirties Boleskine Tweed plus-fours suits.’



“Youredly think so?

‘Not redly, no.’

‘I can't believeit. | just cannot believeit. Did anyone see who did the shooting?

‘One of the big men saysafriend of abloke his brother knocks around with’ s mate heard someone
say that the policedid it.’

Corneliuswhigtled. Y ou can't argue with evidence like that.’

‘Can’'tyou?

‘Of course you can. Why would the police shoot one of their own?

‘1 don’'t think they did. Y ou see there' s something €l se. When the ambulance arrived, the bodies had
gone. They'd literdly vanished.’

Corndliuslooked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked at Cornelius.

‘“Them!’ they both said.

A very bitter expression appeared upon the face of Corndlius Murphy. ‘1 think we can forget about
the peace convoy plan,” said he. ‘ Thistimeit' swar.’

BRENTFORD: A TOWN UNDER SIEGE

screamed the banner headline on the front page of the Brentford Mercury.

‘Kegp the noise down, you' re giving me ahead-ache,” said young Zorro, pushing the rowdy
news-sheet through the wrong letter-box.

Actudly Brentford was looking rather untidy. Which did not befit aborough that regularly swept the
board with al the Best Kept awards. But untidy was definitely the word. There were al these shabby
looking buses. They seemed to be parked on every corner and down every dleyway and on every
vacant plot of land. There were at least a hundred of them on the waste ground behind Moby Dick
Terace.

But there was none in Gunnersbury Park. The cordon was holding like adream. There'd be
pro-mationsinthis.

The mediawere enjoying it. The SIEGE had even found itsway on to breskfast televison.

‘Mr Omdlly,” said the bright-looking lady pre-senter, crossing her long legs before the sofa. * Y ou
represent The Brentford Residents Committee.’

Sincel formed it last night, thought John. * Aslong as there has been one,’ he said.

‘S0, | supposeit must come as something of ashock to have twenty-three thousand travellers
turning up on your doorstep.’

‘Blitz spirit,” said John, who' d heard old Pete use the expression. * And dig for victory.’

‘But it must beimposing aterrible strain on the community.’

John nodded thoughtfully and kept hisbest side to the camera

‘Welivein troubled times,’ he said. * Unemploy-ment. Homel essness. These are difficult daysfor us
al’

‘Please go on.” Thelady presenter recrossed her legs.

‘I will.” John moved closer. ‘ Y ou have very beauti-ful legs, by theway.’

‘“Why thank you.’

John smiled. * Difficult days. Millions of young people on the dole. No jobs, no hope, so they take to
theroad. I’'m sure you understand.’

‘1 do,’ replied the lady presenter, somewhat breath-lessly.

‘1 knew that you would.” John placed ahand on her knee. ‘It stragic. Wein Brentford welcome
these people. We say, send us your tired and huddlied masses. Let us share your grief. Come share our
bounty...

‘Wonderful’

‘Come share our bounty,” John went on. ‘Be with us. Take abeer a The Flying Swan. Eight fine
hand-drawn ales on pump. Convivial amosphere. Sandwiches and light snacks available at the bar.



Unrestricted parking in the Edling Road. Would it be impolite of meto put my tonguein your ear? he
asked the lady presenter.

All around and about Brentford, the travellers were doing their best to make their presence felt.
Fences became campfires. Ozone-friendly graffito was being sprayed. Defecation was dl the rage.

It was not their wish to be welcomed to Brentford astired and huddled masses. These people had a
vocation. And just because John Omally was sdlling the virtues of The Flying Swan and preparing to
enjoy those of aprominent breskfast television presenter, that wasn't going to change anything.

Prince Charleswent in to have aword with his mum. He spoke many wordsand dl of themina
tone of deep regret and apology. And when he was done he made a hopeful face, studied hisreflectionin
his polished toecaps and waited for the axeto fall.

Itdidn't. *You are avery naughty boy,” said the Queen. * But no naughtier than your father or your
grandfather | suppose. And let usfaceit, it'sthe duty of aroya to go off therails every oncein awhile’

Charles amiled hischarming amile.

‘1 will agreeto do my birthday wave during this pop concert thing, but on one condition.’

Charles made the face that asked, ‘What' sthat?

‘| want you to present this Polly person to me tomorrow. If sheisaswonderful asyou say sheis,
you shdl have our blessing. | am having The Arch-bishop of Canterbury over for tea. Bring her along
then.

‘Totea? Charlesasked.

‘Totea’

‘With the parson?

‘What are you grinning about? asked the Queen. * And where' smy birthday present?



24

Everything beginswith aword. Everything. The scriptures are quite clear abouit this.

In the beginning was the word and the word was with God and the word was God.

This, of course, isthe principle of High Magick. The word and the power of theword. The
inton-ation. The resonance. The vibration. Things of that nature.

Theword cameto the travellers on the one 0’ clock news. It came from the BBC.

The word was that twenty-three thousand travel lers, disappointed at being turned away from their
festiva a Gunnersbury Park, were now heading for Star Hill.

And, in gpproximatdy thetimeit takesto turn a key inanignition, or at least get abump-start going,
they were.

Magic.

‘Hang about,” called John Omally. ‘What'sdl the rush? Come back.’

‘One two. Onetwo,” went Anna Gotting through one million watts of power.

‘Shiva ssheep!” Mickey Minns covered hisears. ‘1 think we can give that the thumbs up. Would
you look at all those buses.

They rose up the hill from the place where the other buses (the ones with the numbers on the fronts
and the regular placesto go) turn around. The first was atechnicolor dream of athing. Bollocks sat at the
whedl.

‘Thisissomenicehill,” hesaid to Tuppe.

‘Welikeit.

‘“What' s up with Cornelius? He hasn’t said aword since the two of you got back from breakfast.’

‘He had a spot of bad news,” Tuppe whispered. ‘1 think there may well be agreat dedl of
unpleasantness when he meets up with Arthur Kobold.’

Menin officid Gandhi’ s Hairdryer World Tour T-shirtswaved the happy busto ahdt and put up
their thumbs. Bollocks switched off the engine, opened the roof hatch and put up aladder. *You'll see
the show awhole |ot better from up here, Tuppe,” he said.

‘Brilliant.” Tuppe scaed the ladder, climbed out on to the roof and took it all in. And therewas alot
to be took.

Upon the crest of the hill, upon the very spot where the concrete memorid plinth of the Reverend
Kemp had until so recently stood, was a massive erection. And what a massve erection it was.

A mighty stage rose above the tree line. Flanked by two Herculean hairdryers, fifty feet in height and
housing speaker systems of sufficient power to stagger the senses of that legendary stable-swabber
himsdlf.

Moored between these titanic structures and bob-bing gently in the breeze (which came as ever
from the east), was ashining dirigible, cunningly fashioned to resemble the head of a
not-altogether-unknown Mahatma. Glasses, big grin, thelot.

And, lest some confusion gill remained in the minds of the less mentaly dert regarding the name of
the band scheduled to. play, huge letters of the HOLLYWOQOD sign variety lined the back of the stage.
They spelled out the words G AND HISHAIRDRY ER.

No doubt the road crew would sort that out later.

Tuppe was very much impressed.

Corndiuswasn't. His hair appeared through the roof hatch, followed by his head. He took one look
up the hill, went, ‘Bleugh,” and vanished back into the bus, taking hishair with him.

Tuppe remained impressed. A massive erection never left abad tastein his mouth.

And Tuppe continued with hislooking. He spied out the big generator trucks, the lighting gantries
with their laser flares and Super Troupers, the control box, where al the technical hocus-pocus went on,
the small housing estate of luxurioudy appointed artistes caravans. And he wondered whether the
Gandhis were dready indde these, gargling champagne, munching stesk sandwiches, and doing rude
thingswith groupies. And in the latter part of thiswondering, Tuppe spied out agolden window of sexua



opportunity. And so he shinned back down the ladder to seeif he could spy out Mr Bone.

Mickey Minns sat on the edge of the great pink stage, sharing ajoint with Anna Gotting. Mickey
was dreaming about Woodstock.

He dghed inalungful of Ganjasmoke and said, ‘Did | ever tell you about thetimell ...

‘Yes, replied Anna, recognizing that far-away |ook. ‘But you can tell me again, if you want to.’

The sun shone on down and the trucks and buses kept on coming. The greensward became black
with them. They paved it over.

And when the common ground was dl full up, the men in the officia Gandhi’s Hairdryer World Tour
T-shirts began waving them on to the golf course.

It was now three in the afternoon. No, stuff that. It was now six in the evening. No, stuff that alo. It
was now nine o’ clock a night.

And The Sonic Energy Authority came on stage. Lasers criss-crossed the sky. Super Troupersdid
their thing and the band launched into their first number.

Now, if you' ve never seen SEA, and nobody really has, getting the measure of their music canbea
tricky business.

Thelead singer, Cardina Cox, when asked by the presenter of aTV arts programmeto describeiit,
sad, ‘Bascdly, like, themusicis diatonic. Based upon any scale of five tones and two semitones
produced by playing the white keys of akeyboard instrument, especialy the natural major and minor
scaes, asthese form the basis of the key system in most of Western music, like. But, naturally, thiscan
be seen as ametaphor. Whilst the five tones represent man’ s five senses, the two semitones represent the
dudistic propostion that redlity conssts of just the two basic principles, mind and métter. Like.

‘Pretentious prat,” muttered the presenter. ‘Well, Let’ stake a bresk there, and coming up in part
two...’

The Sonic Energy Authority did play pretty loud though. Because aswe dl know, ‘If it’stoo loud,
you'retoo old.’

Thelir first power chord, adiminished A7th with aflattened ninth on the F string, which was largely
symbolic of the euhemerist theory that the gods arose out of the deification of historical heroes, was an
absolute stonker.

It blew Tuppe straight off the bus roof.

‘Look out below,” he called as he tumbled through the hatch. Bone caught him.

‘Mr Bone,” said Tuppe. ‘1 gave up looking for you. What say we look up your friend the drummer
and seeif he might introduce usto hisfriendsthe groupies?

‘Good idea.” Bone hefted Tuppe on to his shoulders and struck out for the good-time girls. ‘Let’s
rock ‘n’ roll,; he said.

‘Hello,” caled the Cardinal, between philosophica key-shifts. ‘ Isthere anybody out there, or what?

‘Cheer’, ‘Hoorah’ and * Yeaaahhhhhhr went the crowd.

‘Thenlet usRock ‘n’ Rall!” The Cardind, adtriking figurein latex drainpipes and achain-mail tank
top, and with dightly less hair than Cornelius Murphy (but not much), gave his guitar a piece of hismind.
‘Thisone scaled “Hi Ho Siver Lining”,” he bawled.

* * %

‘Let’'sgo, Tuppe,’ said Corndlius. ‘ Tuppe? Where are you?

‘What isall that bloody racket? cried theking.

‘1 don’'t know.” Arthur Kobold crossed his heart. ‘1’ snot my doing.’

‘Wl it'sgoing on right over my head.” The king pointed towards the high fan vaulting of the great
hal. ‘ And it shouldn’t be doing that, should it?

‘No, dre, it shouldn't’



‘Then kindly go up and seewhat it is, Arthur. And stop it, right away. | run thisplanet and | will not
have alot of human rubbish making aracket over my rega head. Put astop toit. Right now.’

‘Asif | didn’'t have anything elseto do.’

‘What did you say, Kobold?

‘Nothing, gre’

‘“Now just let me get thisstraight.” Chief Inspector Brian Lytton was speaking into a police-car
micro-phone. ‘ Thefegtival is not going to be held in Gunnersbury Park? It isactudly onthego amile
away at Star Hill, at this very moment?

‘Wdll,” said afdlow officer of lower rank, ‘we rein the messroom hereat The Y ard, watching it
liveon TV. So | supposeit must be’

‘Well,” said Brian. ‘“What aturn up for the book. Whoever would have thought it? Thank you very
much for mentioning it, officer. Over and out.” He replaced the police-car microphone. ‘Bastards!’ he
screamed. He picked up the microphone again and said, * All carsin the Gunnersbury Park vicinity now
proceed a onceto Star Hill. lllega rock concert in progress. Arrest everyone.

‘Let’ sburn rubber.” Constable Ken, now fully recovered from the events of the day before (crimeis
adisease and | am the cure) and looking forward to his promotion, brrrmed the engine. ‘ Let’sgo kick
someass,’ hesad. ‘Whichway is Star Hill, Sarge”?

‘Possibly that way.” Reliable Ron Sturdy pointed towards the grest display of laserslighting up the
sky. ‘Just follow the noise.’

‘Areyou al having agood time? caled the Cardinal, because rock starsaways cdl out thingslike
that. A need for reassurance, probably.

“Yeah!” the crowd replied.

‘Then thisone sfor you. It's off our last dlbum. It's called “Weren't the Sixties Fab?’. Thank you.

‘| likethisone,’ said Mickey Minnsto Anna.

‘What exactly were The Sixties? Tuppe called down to Bone.

‘Search me,” said Bone.

‘Knock on the door then.’

Bone squared up before the door to the Gandhis' luxury artistes' caravan. ‘How did we manage to
dip unseen past the teams of hired heavies, whose job it isto prevent peoplelike us doing thingslike this
at rock concerts? he asked Tuppe,

‘Doesit matter?

‘Not to me.’

‘Knock then.’

Knock knock knock, went Bone.

At aHoliday Innwhich might have been anywhere, because they al ook the same and Status Quo
have stayed in them dl, the Gandhis were preparing themsdlves.

Colin, the lead singer, zipped himsalf into a con-toured black leather jump-suit of Caped Crusader
credibility, strapped on asted codpiece which might have seen the Elephant Man dl right asacrash
helmet, and became Van Glory.

‘Areweready to rock? heenquired of hisfellow musicians.

Fearsome personages with hair and studs and straps and boots and pierced nipples with their room
keys dangling down.

‘We'reready,” said they al.

Atop the Holiday Inn, ahelicopter stood with its blades gently twirling. The pilot’s name was Colin.
He was dreaming about planes.

‘“Tuppe,’ caled Corndliusinto the crowd.



‘Prince Charles,” said Prince Charles, amiling through the open window of hislimo. ‘I’'m with the
band.’

‘Stage pass,’ demanded thefdlow in the officid Gandhi’s Hairdryer World Tour T-shirt.

‘Ah,” said the prince. ‘| did have one of those, but | gaveit avay.

‘Piss off then,” said thefdlow.

‘Oh,’ said the prince.

‘Wel? sadtheking. ‘What isit?

‘It sarock concert,’ replied Arthur Kobold. ‘ Right above my head? My royal, regal head? ‘I'm
afrad so, sre’

‘Wdl put astop toit, Kobold. Pull out its plug.’

‘Yes, gre’

Copter blades picked up speed. Colin the pilot dreamed about Concorde. The Gandhis had lift-off.

‘Thiswill beagig to remember,” said Vain Glory. Trust meonthis. I'mtdling thetruth.’

But the rest of the band ‘weren't listening. They werereal Rock ‘n’ Rollers. They weretaking drugs,
gang-banging the groupies and eating steak sand-wiches.

Why do they aways eat steak sandwiches?

‘“Tuppe.” Cornelius wandered on. ‘ Tuppe, where are you?

‘Qil" shouted atraveler from abustop. ‘ Shift your hair. We can’'t see the band.’

And the band played on. The Sonic Energy Auth-ority launched into ‘ Johnny B Goode' . Why
‘Johnny

Goode' ? Because it s such ablinder of asong, that’ swhy. And the crowd loved it.

Twenty-three thousand pairs of feet somped out their appreciation. Right over the head of the king.

Fancy hisgreat hdl just happening to beinside Star Hill.

‘Left at the bottom here,” Chief Inspector Lytton told hisdriver, asthey reached the place at the
bottom of the hill where the buses turn around.
‘Bloody Hell,” he continued. ‘Would you look at dl that lot?

A hired heavy in an officid Gandhi’s Hairdryer World Tour T-shirt, which bulged somewhat about
the shoulder regions, findly answered the door to the artistes luxury caravan.

‘“What do you want? he asked, without charm or interest.

‘“We refriends of Andy the drummer,” said Bone.

‘We? asked the heavy.

‘I'm down here,” said Tuppe.

‘Pissoff,” said the heavy.

‘But we'refriends of Andy.’

‘Wl heis,’ said Tuppe. ‘| haven’t been introduced yet. Would it be OK if we came inside and had
some group sex?

The heavy scratched hishead. ‘ If you promise you'll take meto dinner afterwards. Or maybeto a
show.’

‘What? Just for letting usin?

‘No, for the group sex. There' sonly me here. But I’'m quite versatile. Who wants to be the parson?

‘Cor look,” said Tuppe. ‘Here comes a hdlicopter.’

And hereit did come. Caught to perfection in the searchlights. It dropped down on to the hill. That
Holiday Inn can’'t have been very far away then!

If you' re going to be afamous superstar — and let’ sface it, which of uswho’ ve ever played the
tennis racket and stood in front of abedroom mirror, isn't going to be?— you haveto doiit right. Y our
helicopter hasto land at exactly the correct moment.

TheHairdryer' sdid. Just asthe Cardinal and his band were leaving the stage to Olympic Stadium



gpplause. Guitarsheld high. Figs up. Victory sgns.
It'sdl like that when you' rerich and famous. Y ou can't go wrong.

‘I am Prince Charles,” said Prince Charles. ‘I’ m supposed to host the concert. | would have been
here earlier but...” He grinned foolishly back at Polly. ‘ Should | explain why we' re late?

‘Certainly not.’

‘Back up and piss off,” said thefellow. He was till wearing the same T-shirt.

‘“What' s going on here? asked Polly’s mum. Who just happened to be passing.

‘Chap in the T-shirt won't let me up to the stage.”

‘Leaveit to me, dear.” Polly’s mum took the T-shirt wearer away to one side and spoke urgently
into hisear. The T-shirt wearer came back over to the prince' s car and gave the prince abig long stare.

‘Blimey,” said he. ‘It’sredlly him. Sony, mate. Go right on up.’

‘Many thanks.” The prince drove on.

‘Never recognized him,” said the wearer of the T-shirt, asthe limo departed. * Fancy that!’

‘He' slogt alot of hair,” said Polly’smum, ‘but | knew him by hisears’

‘Jeff Beck,” quoth he-that-did-the-T-shirt-wear. * And | never got his autograph.’

‘1 could get it for you, if you'll give methat T-shirt.’

‘More than my job’ sworth. Piss off.’

Gandhi’ s Hairdryer — the band, the legend, and the official World Tour T-shirt — hit the stage. The
crowd erupted as they strapped on their guitars, gestured rudely at their audience, grinned a one
another, went ‘onetwo’ into the microphones and pansied about generaly.

Arthur Kobold had agood view from the side of the stage. He had lately emerged from one of those
Secret passageways, like the ones they aways havein Rupert Bear that come up in the middle of gorse
bushes. Arthur was very impressed by the sheer scale of the entire enterprise.

‘It must have avery big plug,” said Arthur.

‘One-two-three-four, one-two-three-four,” went Vain Glory. They were going to Start off with afast
one. ‘Let me hear you say— But that was asfar as he got. There was a brief moment of feedback and
then al sound died on the stage. Vain Glory lashed out at his guitar and cried unheard into his
microphone. The drummer went bump bump bump. Band members stared lamely at one another. The
crowd began to boo.

Arthur Kobold looked on. He hadn’t done any-thing.

‘Wewill have to take a short break there,” came avoice nobody knew. It was the voice of amedia
bigwig. It came full blast through the sound system. It came from the control box where the bigwig sat.

‘A word from Her Mgesty the Queen,’ it continued, as a big screen rose above the
HOLLYWOOQD letters. ‘Live from the balcony of Buckingham Paace.’

‘Booo0o0ooo0!” went the crowd. ‘Boo. Boo. Boo.’

‘That’ snot very nice, said Prince Charlesto Pally, asthey mounted the steps to the stage. An
enraged Vain Glory wasjust coming down them.

‘Char-lee;’ said the lead singer, wringing the prince’ shand. * Y ou got herein the nick of time, Big
Boy. Sort thisshit out, will you?

‘The peasants are booing the mater,” said Prince Charles.

‘Bloody hdlicopter pilot’sfault, moaned Vain. ‘We weren't supposed to arrive until the speech was
over. ‘1 told my manager, If we don’t headline above the Queen, we do not appear.’

“Should | go up and have aword with everybody? the prince asked.

‘The Queen’ s specia unofficia people s birthday speech,” boomed the voice of the big-wig.

‘Bollocks!’ cried Bollocks and pretty much every-body else.

‘Best do it now then,” said Vain. ‘ Before they storm the stege.’

‘I'll haveago.” Prince Charles smiled at Pally. ‘“Wish meluck.

‘Good luck.” Polly kissed him on the cheek. Now, the prince had made many speechesbeforein his
life. But never to amab like this. They saw him stroll onto the stage, with his hands behind his back. And



they knew he wasn't Jeff Beck.
‘BOOOOOOO0O00000O0!! I 1 they went.
‘Applause please,’ said thevoice of the bigwig. ‘Or | regret | shal be forced to pull the plug on this

gig.
‘Now, whereisthat voice coming from? Arthur asked himself.

Pull the plug? The travellers became silent. But thiswas not a peaceful Slence. Thiswasaslence
which carried about itsdf such an air of menace, that you could dmost cut thissilenceinto stripswith a
knifeand useit to frighten At Bull Terrierswith.

Thebigwig in the control box fdt it. He saw hiswhole life passing right before his eyes.

Prince Charleswaved and said hello. But the centre-stage microphone was still switched off.

The crowd prepared itself mentaly for the storming of the stage.

‘Applause please, cried the bigwig. They were the best famous last words he could think of.

And suddenly the crowd welled into applause.

‘Thank you,” said the prince. But it wasn’t for him. Vain Glory had appeared once more on the
stage. The bigwig in the control box hastily switched the centre-stage microphone back on.

Vain came up behind the prince and put hisarm around his shoulder. He tapped the microphone.
‘Listen up,” hesaid.

‘ Cheeeeeer!” went the crowd.

‘Ligten up. Thisguy isabuddy of mine. And hismum’s gonnasay afew words. It's sound, OK?
Then the Gandhis are gonnarock ‘til dawn. What d'you say?

‘We say yeah,” said the crowd.

‘Er, let me hear you say yeah,” said the prince.

‘Yeah, said the crowd.

‘Yeah? said the prince.

‘Yeah, said the crowd.

Vain Glory whispered at the prince’ s ear, ‘ The secret isin knowing when to stop. Introduce your
mum, thenleg it

‘Ladies and gentlemen, boysand girls,” said the prince, ‘Her Mgesty the Queen.’

Therewas slence. Vain Glory put his hand to hisear. * Did we hear you say yeah?

“Yeah,” went the crowd. And three people clapped. And the big screen behind the stage lit up to
display apicture of the prince s mum, on the balcony at Buckingham Paace.

Cornelius ceased hisfruitless search for Tuppe and sat down to watch.

The Queen put on her spectacles and read from a prepared speech.

‘Peoples of theworld,” sheread, ‘it affords us much pleasure to speak to you al on the evening of
our specid birthday. These are difficult daysfor usdl.’

For some more than others, thought the crowd, to aman (or awoman, or achild, or asmall dog on
apiece of gtring).

‘Caring look,” read the Queen. ‘Oh, | see, that’ s a stage direction. Can we go for another take?

‘She’slosing it,” whispered Charlesto Polly. * Should have abdicated years ago. The Queen Mother
won't let her. Says she doesn’t want to be referred to as the Queen Grandmother.’

The Queen received words of advice through an earphone. She made acaring face. ‘ And in these
difficult, and troubled times, we dl must—

But that was al she said. Because one minute she was there, making her speech. And the next
minute shewas't.

A rumble went through the watching crowd on Star Hill. It was a‘What' s going on here? kind of a
rumble.

“Y ou don’'t suppose she' s been shot? Prince Charlestried very hard to keep that note of glee out of
hisvoice.

‘Nolook.” Polly pointed up at the image on the screen. Palace security men were now al over the



ba cony. They were pointing their gunsin al direc-tions and shouting thingslike, ‘Where the bleep did
shego?

And then another voice rose above theirs. It was adeep and sonorous voice and it said, * Attention,
peoples of theworld. Her Mg esty the Queen has just been kidnapped.’

And then the screen went blank.

And then thetravellersredly cheered.
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‘Well,’ said Prince Charlesto Vain Glory, ‘on with the show then, Colin. Would you like meto
in-troduce your first number?

‘What? said Polly.

‘Goforit, said Calin.

‘Rune.’” Corndlius Murphy was elbowing hisway back to the happy bus and an gppointment with
Bone s ocarina. With Rune alive, the metaphorical goalposts had been moved once more. The peace
convoy, which had been trandated in his mind into amarauding army, had now become a peace convoy
once more. But one which had now better move very fast indeed, if it was to do anything before Rune
put therest of hisdiabolica scheme into action, came forward as the Queen’ s saviour and led the forces
of law and order and retribution, along with al the world’ s media, to the portals of the Forbidden Zones.

When Cornelius did reach the bus, he found Bollocks at the door waiting for him.

“Y our old man just kidnapped the Queen,’” said Bollocks. * Just like you told us he would.’

‘Is Tuppe with you?

‘He' sin the back. He and Bone got duffed up by ahired heavy.’

‘What? Corndlius made hisway to the little man with the big lip.

‘Tl mewho did thisand hewill die; said Corndlius Murphy.

‘Bonedidit,” Tuppereplied. ‘| was running away. The heavy hit Bone and Bone fell on top of me.’

‘The heavy wanted me to commit an unnaturd act with him,” Bone explained. *So | gave him head
butts.

‘Did you seethe broadcast? Tuppe asked Cor-ndlius. ‘Y our old man just kidnapped the Queen.
I’ bet you' re pleased to know he' s not dead.’

‘I'm ecdtatic. Although | would have much pre-ferred asmple postcard. Where' sthe ocarina?

‘Ah,” said Tuppe.

‘Ah? said Corndius. ‘Ah, again? Asin, Ah, I'm sorry?

‘I'm afraid s0. | was keeping the ocarinasafe. But when Bone fell on meit got broke.’

‘Oh perfect.” Corndiusthrew hishandsup into hishair. ‘ Thisisjust perfect. What are we going to
do now?

‘Er, excuseme.” Bollocks fluttered hisfingers. ‘ But you know you said that if you were having an
epic, then | could beinit.’

‘Wewere and you were,” said Cornelius. ‘But now it looks asif we're not again. | don’t know
exactly wherethisleavesyou.’

‘I"d rather like to build up my part abit, asit happens. Because | have the solution to your problem.’

“Youdo? said Corndlius.

‘1 do,’” said Bollocks.

‘Goforit,” said Tuppe.

Something, well it was two somethings redly, moved invisibly through the corridors of Buckingham
Pdace. There was alarge something, and a not-so-large something. The large something carried the
not-so-large something, which was struggling, but unable to cry out, due to the Elastoplast dressing stuck
over itsmouth.

Thelarge something was, of course, Hugo Rune. And the smaller struggling something, a
somebody. The somebody. Her Mgjesty the Queen.

Rune' s patent mantle of invisibility covered the two of them and hung down to the roya Axmingter.
Nobody saw athing as Rune dipped from the paace with his regd prize and crossed the car park bound
for hisslvery automobile.

Ingpectre Hovis switched off histelevision set. Aswas the case with Hugo Rune, the great detective
was anything but dead.



How s0?

How so indeed?

‘The Crime of the Century,” said Inspectre Hovis. ‘ My hand-tailored hat is off to you, Rune. Had
you not spied out the glint from the barrel of the 7.62 mm M 134 Generd Electric Minigun on that rooftop
opposite The Wife' s Legs Café, and then chosen to demongtrate the extent of your mystical powers by
mentally projecting images of oursavesleaving the front door of the premises, whilst we, in fact, dipped
out through the back, then our liveswould surely have been logt.’

Oh that’s how hedid it!

Ingpectre Hovis dusted down the creases in hisimmaculate tweed trousers and picked up his heavy
pigskin vaise. He had work of nationa importance to do. And now.

His conversation with Rune had stretched long hoursinto the night. Not that it could redlly be called
aconversation. Rune had talked and Hovis had listened. And Rune had eaten. And Rune had drunk.
And when Rune had consumed al the food and drink the Inspectre possessed, he had sent Hovis out to
buy more. And when he had finally done with the talking and eating and drinking, he had taken himsdlf off
to bed. To Hovis sbed. And Hovis had been forced to deep on the floor.

But thefruits of al thistalking and eating and drinking now lent their weight to the pigskin valise,

There was amap of London, on which al the en-trances to the Forbidden Zones were clearly
marked, anumber of ocarinas of the reinvented persua-son, complete with instructionsfor their correct
use, agreat dosser, compiled by Rune, of the crimeswrought against mankind by the denizens of the
For-bidden Zones, afree pardon for Rune, regarding al his past misdemeanours (to be signed by Her
Maesty at thetime of her release) dlong with along list of hereditary titles and privileges Rune clamed to
be his, through virtue of certain traditions, old charters, and somethings. And so much more.

A solemn pact had been drawn up between the policeman and the mydtic, to the effect that each
would protect the interests of the other. Rune, the mystic, would kidnap the Queen, in such a manner that
hisidentity remained unknown, and keep her in aplace of safety. Hovis, the policeman, would lead in the
police and the Army and whoever € se he could muster up, acting upon information received from Hugo
Rune.

Each would live long and prosper.

Of course, there did remain the matter of whether Hugo Rune could actudly be trusted. Inspectre
Hovisdid not think for one tiny moment that he could be. But he chose not to dwell upon Rune's
possible treacheries. For now, as Holmes would have put it, the game was afoot. Hovis had to make his
way directly to Scotland Y ard, arouse the most powerful of the powers-that-be,
yet-are-not-in-the-pay-of-the-blighters-in-the-Forbidden-Zones, and begin the assault. He and Rune had
synchronized watches. It had been agreed Hovis should lead in the troops at the stroke of midnight.

‘And S0, said the great detective, checking hisimmaculatenessin the cracked old bedroom mirror,
‘Scotland Y ard at the double, and the Crime of the Century right in the bag.’

‘It saninteresting plan,” said Corndliusto Bollocks.

‘A veritable blinder of aplan,” agreed Tuppe.

‘I'mglad youlikeit,” said Bollocksto the both of them. * Shal we go out there and give the thing a
try?

And as neither of them had done it for awhile, Cornelius looked at Tuppe.

And Tuppe looked a Corndlius. ‘Let'sdo,’ they said.

‘1 want thisthing handled delicately,” said Chief Inspector Lytton at the bottom of the hill, near to the
place where the buses turn around. ‘1 want avolunteer to go up there and switch off the sound system.’

The policemen surrounding him turned their faces away and mumbled into their boots. They’d quite
enjoyed the violent skirmishes of the previous day, because they did outhumber those travellers (the ones
in the pay of the BBC) by about twenty-three to one. But thislooked like a kamikaze mission. They
weren't keen.

Mumble mumble mumble, went the officers of the law.



‘Comeon now, said Lytton. ‘Who' s going to make me proud?

Mumblemumble.

‘Come on now...

‘Sir.” Sergeant Sturdy took astep forward and gave a smart salute.

‘Good man, Sturdy,” said the chief inspector.

‘Not me, sir.” Sergeant Ron pointed over his shoulder towards Constable Ken, who was picking his
nose and examining theyied inawing mirror. ‘Him, ir.’

‘Ahvyes;’ said Chief Ingpector Lytton. * The very man for thejob.’

* * %

‘Do you redly think you can do this? Cornelius shouted to Bollocks, asthey made their way
through the crowd. The crowd that was really rocking to the Gandhis.

‘Computers,” Bollocks shouted back. ‘I did com-puter studies at Essex University. Got my
Master’ s degree there. They’ll have dl the state-of-the-art stuff up there in the control box. | probably
even designed some of it. All you haveto do is use the little mouse and draw your ocarinawith its extra
holes. | can then get the computer to trandate your drawing into a3D image and andyseit. The
computer will then be able © play the new notes. From the control box we can pump them straight
through the speaker system.

Naturally Corndiusdidn’'t hear much of this. Not with dl the good rocking and everything. But he
saw Bollocks put histhumb up, which seemed like agood sign.

‘Of course we do have to get into the control box first,” said Bollocks, but Cornelius didn’t hear that
ether.

Thebigwig in the control box wasin something of alather. He was on the telephone.

“What do you mean, vanished? he was asking.

“How can the Queen of England just vanish? What about that voi ce saying she's been kidnapped?
Who wasthat? How wasit done?

The bigwig on the other end of the line (he had been the second bigwig at the meeting of bigwigs)
did not know the answersto any of these questions. He did not know how the Queen could smply
vanish from the bal cony of Buckingham Paace with the whole world looking on. But he did not seem
altogether concerned about the whos, hows and whys. He seemed far more concerned about cer-tain
enormous sources of potentia revenue. Product managers, who handled the accounts of companieswho
sold goods By Royal Appointment, were dready flooding his switchboard with calls regarding the
booking of prime TV dotsduring coverage of the Stuation to come.

‘I’ll get the contracts boys straight on to it,” said the bigwig in the control box, replacing the receiver
and rubbing his hands together.

Ballocks, Corndlius and Tuppe crept in the direction of the control box. Therewerealot of hired
heavies about now.

“Y ou don't happen to see the one that hit Bone, by any chance? Cornedlius shouted into Tuppe's
eqar.

‘Doesit matter?

‘W, | just thought it might befitting if he was the one we had to clout to get into the control box.’

‘That’shim,” said Tuppe, pointing to the one that just happened to be guarding the control box.

Coincidence? Synchronicity? The ten-thousand-decibd hairdryer of destiny? Cdll it whatever you
will. But call it something, because there sagood dedl more of it yet to come.

Likethis next bit, for instance.

Inspectre Hovis hailed ablack cab. ‘ Take meto Scotland Yard,” said he. ‘ At the double.’
‘Right you are, guvnor,” replied Terence Arthur Mulligan.



Corndius sauntered up to the fellow in the officia Gandhi’ s Hairdryer World Tour T-shirt, who was
guarding the control box.

‘Back,” said thisfellow, registering the tall boy’ s approach.

‘1 understand you recently smote achum of mine,” said Corndlius.

‘Smote? Thefelow lowered abeetling brow. ‘What is smote?

‘Smote, asin smite’ said Corndlius. ‘Asin, to smite, to have smitten, and, to have been smitten.’

‘Asin smitten with love? asked the heavy, eyeing Corndlius up and down and nodding with
approval.

‘No. Asin, smitten with thefist.” And verily did Corndius smite he that had smitten Bone and
caused him to fal upon Tuppe and fatten hislip and break the reinvented ocarina, withd.

And verily the smiter of Bone did fall unto the earth.

‘Nice amiting,’” said Tuppe.

‘Let’'sgetingde’ said Corndius.

Thebigwig in the control box had the phone back at his ear. He was shouting into it about resduals
and product placements and stuff like that. He didn’t even look up as Bollocks, Corndius and Tuppe
wakedin.

The sound engineer, who was supposed to be in charge of things, did though.

‘Areyou guyswith the band? he asked.

‘That' sright.” Corndius offered asmile. ‘I'm...

‘The Hairdryer’ shairdresser,” said Tuppe. ‘And this,’ he waved up at Bollocks, ‘istheir new
tech-nical advisor, he' s come to check out al the equipment.’

*And what do you do?

‘| write the songs that make the wholeworld sing,” said Tuppe. ‘ And | procure young women and
send out for steak sandwiches!’

‘Nicework if you can get it

‘“Youcangetitif youtry, sad Tuppe.

‘Get out a once, beforel cdl for the hired heavies,” said the sound engineer.

‘| think we' rerumbled,” said Tuppe. ‘Methinks ‘twer’ best thisfellow be now smitten.’

‘Smitten? said the sound engineer. ‘ Asin, smitten with the clap?

‘Close’ said Cornelius, smiting the sound engineer. ‘Hold on there.” The bigwig watched asthe
sound engineer struck the floor. He didn’t make any atempt to help him though. He put his hand over the
mouthpiece of the phone and said, ‘ Keep the noise down, I’'m in negotiation here’

And thusit wasthat Cornelius did smite the big-wig aso.

‘Come on over baby, there sawhole lotta smiting going on,” sang Tuppe.

‘Let’shave alook at this computer system,’” said Bollocks.

Congtable Ken Loathsome plodded up Star Hill. He was taking the roundabout route. The route
which did not have him finding hisway into atraveller’ s cooking pot. Cannibals to aman Jack of them,
those travellers, everybody knew that.

The congtable’ s hand was in his right trouser pocket. It clutched the regulation police-issue pistol, of
the kind they do not carry in their cars. He wasn't looking for trouble. But if trouble came looking for
him, he'd shoot it.

‘Now that’s handy,” said Bollocks. * This computer system isthe very same asthe one | worked on
at Essex.’

Coincidence? Synchronicity? Told you.

‘| should have this set up in a couple of minutes. Now, Cornelius, you see this screen? Wl take this
little thing, that' s the mouse and—

‘Corndiusknowsall about computers,” said Tuppe helpfully.

‘Not al,” said Corndlius.

‘Got ahome system? Bollocks asked.



‘1 did have,’ said Cornelius. ‘ But there was adight mafunction and | took off the cover and fixed it.
But after I’d put the cover back on, | found | had a couple of small screws left over, so [—

‘That would be before you read The Book of Ultimate Truths?’

‘Regrettably so.’

‘Never mind. Computers are dl bollocks anyway. Go on then, work the mouse.

“WEe re going in the wrong direction, aren’'t we? asked Inspectre Hovis.
Terence Arthur Mulligan glanced into the driving mirror with hooded eyes. * It' sa short cut,” said he.

The Gandhisweregoing at it full tilt. Now, if you' ve never seen Gandhi’ sHairdryer play live, and
there may just possibly be some lost soul in Outer Mongoliathat has't, getting the measure of their
music can be atricky business.

The lead singer, when asked by the presenter of a TV arts programme to describe it, said,
‘Badcdly, like, themusicis diatonic. Based upon any scale of five tones and two semitones produced
by playing the | white keys of akeyboard instrument, especialy the natural magjor and minor scaes—'

‘I'll have to stop you there,” said the presenter.

‘Why? asked the lead singer.

‘Becauseit wasn't funny thefirst timeand I’ m not Sitting through it again.’

‘Fair enough.’

Twenty-three-thousand souls were giving the ground some Wellie.

You redly had to bethere.

At the sde of the stage, Polly said to Prince Charles, *What about your mum?

‘My mum? The prince was tapping histoes and popping hisfingers.

“Y our mum. She's been kidnapped or something and you don’t appear to be showing alot of
concern.’

Prince Charles made his* concerned’ face. ‘ There,” said he. * See how concerned oneis?

Polly found the words of Michelet (who?) forming in her mouth. ‘It is a general rule that all
superior men inherit the elements of superiority from their mothers,” shesaid. ‘ And, to quote the
Marchioness de Spadara, The babe at first feeds on his mother’ s bosom, but—

‘Let’sgo behind the big speakers and—

‘Noway!’

Bollockstapped al sorts of thingsinto the computer. Cornelius moved the little mouse abouit.

‘How’sit. going? Bollocks asked.

‘Fine. I’'ve drawn Rune sreinvented ocarina, com-plete with al the new holes. So, if you can
program the computer to analyse the new notes and play them out through the speaker system, | reckon
we can open up the portal on Star Hill and storm into the For-bidden Zones.’

‘| don't think that would be avery good ideaat 411, said Arthur Kobold, entering the control box
and shutting the door behind him. ‘ Put up your hands please and move away from that contraption. |
have a gun here somewhere.” Hefished into his pocket and pulled one out. It was avery big gun. It was
not regulation policeissue.

‘“Now, nobody move until | pull thetrigger. Then you can dl fal down. Dead.’
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‘1 only came hereto pull the plug out,” said Arthur. ‘But it would appear that | am, asever, inthe
right place e theright time”’

‘| redly hate him,” said Tuppeto Corndlius.

“Shut up, smal person.” Arthur waved his big gun about. ‘Now, let’ s get this shooting done and this
noiseturned off and | can go back and finish my cake.’

Bollocks chewed upon hislip, Corndlius had till to punch in the order of the notes. ‘ Excuse me, Sir,’
sad he, stepping in front of thetall boy, ‘but thisredly isn't anything to do with me, I’ m just the sound
enginesr.

‘Redlly? Arthur raised an eyebrow.

‘Redlly, these two guys forced their way in here, knocking people out. They forced meto program
some nonsense into the computer. Please don't shoot. | have awife and three children. Wdll, two wives
redly.

‘Redlly? said Arthur once more.

‘Reslly.’” Bollocks crossed his heart. Get on with it, Cornelius, he thought.

Corndiuswould dearly have liked to have been getting on with it. And no doubt he would have been
doing 0. If he' d been able to remember the order of the notes. Which he couldn’'t. He knew that Tuppe
could though.

*So you' re the sound engineer? Arthur did trigger cockings.

‘That’sme.” Bollocks put out his hand for abit of ashake. It didn’'t get one.

‘If you' rethe sound engineer,” said Arthur, *shouldn’'t you be wearing an officid Gandhi’s
Hair-dryer World Tour T-shirt?

‘It sat the dry cleaner’s. | spilt some steak sandwich down the front.” Bollocks smiled.

“How about a stage pass, then? Arthur glanced down. ‘ Both these unconscious chaps are wearing
them. See? The one on top has a stage pass marked Big-Wig. And the one underneath, the one wearing
an officid Gandhi’ sHairdryer World Tour T-shirt, his stage pass reads sound engineer .’

‘Get away,” said Bollocks. ‘What a coincidence.’

‘Just back up into the corner. Murphy, what are you up to?

‘Nothing,” said Corndlius, which was precisdy correct. ‘Now listen, Arthur. Let’s be reasonable
about this’

‘1 am being reasonable. I'm being firm but fair. Y ou present aseriousrisk to us. Y ou' d do the same
if youwereinmy place.’

‘I wouldn’t,” said Tuppe.

‘Nor me,” said Cornelius. And they both shook their heads.

‘Come out from behind that hair, said Mr Kobold. ‘ And put your hands up.

Corndlius put his hands up through hishair.

‘Ligten,” said he, ‘there has to be some compromise. Thiscan’t go on for ever. Your lot will get
found out sooner or later. Better it's done my way, peacefully, before Hugo Rune marchesin with the
amy.
“Hugo Rune? said Arthur Kobold. ‘Hugo Rune? Army? What? What? What?

Hugo Runewasdriving dongin hisslver car. Evenif it didn't redly run on water, it was dill a
wonderful thing. And it did go very fast.

And, asit was cloaked in apatent mantle of invighility, no-one saw just how fast it did go. The
guards on the palace gate didn’t.

Rune didn’t actudly sing as he drove aong, but he hummed to himsdf. Deeply. Mgedticaly.

Her Mg esty wasn't fedling particularly maestic. Hugo Rune had actualy locked her in the boot.

Corndiusfinished a hurried résumé of Hugo Rune' s plan for the conquest of the Forbidden Zones.
‘The bastard!” Arthur Kobold was appalled. ‘1 thought hewas... er ...



‘Dead? Corndlius asked.

‘The bastard. What shdl wedl do?

‘“Well, you could stop pointing that gun at usfor agtart.’

Arthur wasn't keen.

‘Look,” said Cornelius, ‘1 don’t want to expose you and yoursto theworld. Redly | don't. | just
want you and yoursto leave me and mineto run the world our way.

‘Can’'t bedone.” Arthur shook hishead. 'Y ou’ d make a complete hash of it. Our safety would be at
rsk.’

‘Mr Kaobold,” said Cornelius, ‘if Hugo Rune gets hisway, therewon’t be any of your lot |eft. There
will be no safety torisk. You'll al be dead.’

‘1 will haveto cogitate upon these matters’

‘Takeyour time,” said Tuppe.  Come back in half an hour. We Il wait.’

Arthur Kobold shook his head sadly. ‘1 don’t think so. Rather that | just shoot the two of you now.

‘“Two? said Bollocks. ‘Doesthat mean | can go?

* Shoot the three of you now.

‘Bollocks,” said Bollocks.

‘I'm sorry, but thereit is. Who wants to be shot first?

‘Hedoes.” Threefingers pointed. Two of them pointed at Bollocks.

‘Thanksalot, lads,” said that man. * Some part inthisepic | had.’

‘That’slife,” smiled Arthur Kobold, aiming for the head.

‘Everyone! Up againgt thewall and spread’ m!” Con-stable Ken blundered through the control-box
door.

‘What? Arthur turned to meet him, gun in hand. ‘Iraqi terrorist!” Ken pulled his pistol from his
pocket and let fly. Everybody ducked. Especialy Arthur Kobold.

‘My handsare up,” said he, throwing down hisgun.

“Yeah. Good. OK." Theyoung policeman had his gun between both hands and was doing his best
to point it at everybody. * All of you, hands high and kill the power.’

‘| thought there was never a policeman around when you needed one,” said Tuppe.

“How can we switch off the power if our hands are up? Bollocks asked. Which was afair enough
question.

‘Guy with the hair,’ said Ken, *turn out your pockets.’

‘“Why? Corndlius asked.

‘Because | like making people turn out their pockets,” said Ken, lgpsing into English. ‘It redly
humiliates them. Especidly when | demand that they unroll their condoms.’

‘Nice work, officer,” said Arthur Kobold.

‘Eh? said Constable Ken.

‘Chief Ingpector Kobold, Noise Abatement Divison.” Arthur flashed something at the young
policeman. It might have been awarrant card. It looked more like abeer mat.

‘Sir? said Constable Ken.

“Y ou cut the power, Congtable, I'll get some backup.” Arthur Kobold saluted.

Congtable Ken saluted back — with his gun hand and nearly put his eye out.

‘Now just hold on,” said Corndlius.

‘Say dr in the presence of asuperior officer, Ken rubbed hisforehead. ‘1 nearly put my eyeout,’” he
sad.

‘But wait. Don't let him leave.

*Any more lip from you scuz-bucket, and I’ll blow your goddamn brains out.” But that was about
that for Constable Ken. Arthur Kobold struck him from behind. Right on top of the head. He collapsed
on to the bigwig and the sound engineer. Shameredly, but probably al for the best. Spared us any more
of the duff Americanisms.

‘“Now,” said Arthur, pointing his gun once more at Bollocks. ‘It wasyou first, wasn't it?



‘Could we have arecount? Bollocks asked.

‘Thisisnot ashort cut,’ said Ingpectre Hovis. * Thisis Hammeramith.
‘Leaveit tothe professiona,’ replied the Mulligan. ‘I'll get you to where you have to be.’
Hovisjumped forward in his sest. ‘| know you,” he cried. ‘What' s your game?

Arthur squeezed the trigger. Tuppe was covering his head. Cornelius was covering Tuppe's head.
Ballocks was complaining that acondemned man should aways be entitled to afind joint.

The gun went bang very loudly indeed. And Arthur Kobold fell to thefloor.

AnnaGotting stood in the doorway. She had ajig-rigger’ s soanner in her hand. A spanner which
had just dealt Arthur Kobold adevastating blow.

‘1" ve been watching you guys comein here’ said Anna. ‘I'd comein mysdf, if | could climb over dl
the bodies’

‘Stop this cab,” demanded Inspectre Hovis. ‘| have work of national importanceto do.’

“Up yours, copper,” sneered the wayward cabbie.

‘Then, Terence Arthur Mulligan, | am arresting you on the charge of abducting an officer of the law.
Y ou have no need to say anything, but anything you do say will be taken down and may be usediin
evidence’

‘We' reon theroad to hdll,” said Terence Arthur Mulligan. * And bollocksto you, by the way.

Bollockswas back at the control desk, fiddling with the computer. Happily he hadn’t been shot at
al. Thebullet had only wounded Cornelius. In the hair.

‘It sdl rather complicated,’ thetall boy told Anna, as he helped her over the pile of bodies. ‘I don’t
think | havetimeto explain right now.’

“Y ou have another plan, don’t you?

‘Well, it sBallocks sactudly.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. It wasthelast time’’

‘That’ snot what | meant.” Corneliusturned away.

‘Allow meto explain,” said Tuppe. ‘Pissoff,” said Anna.

‘GiveusaFrench kiss’ said Tuppe. And Annahit him with the spanner.

‘“Turn this cab around.’

‘No way, copper.’

“You'renicked, Mulligan.’

‘And you' rein the deep brown stuff.’

‘Right,” said Bollocks. *Wheat order do these notes go in, Corndlius?

‘Actudly, I’'m not dtogether sure. But Tuppe

knows. What order do the notes go in, Tuppe? Tuppe?

But Tuppe didn’t answer. The blow from Anna s spanner had sent him to join the deepers on the
floor.

‘Tuppe. wake up,” said Corndlius. ‘ Thisis no timeto take a nap.

Annamade an innocent face. * Could you tell me exactly what the latest plan might be? she asked
Bollocks.

‘Sure;” said Bollocks, smiling upon the beautiful young woman. *Y ou must be Anna. Corneliustold
meall about you.

‘Comeon, Tuppe,” went Corndlius. ‘Wakey, wakey.’

‘Well,” said Bollocksto Anna, * quite abit’s hap-pened since you last saw Cornelius. He met up
with hisdad, Hugo Rune. But this Rune, it seems, isatota nutter, bent on some kind of world
domination of hisown. He' s just kidnapped the Queen and he intends to lay the blame on the beings



ingdethe Zones, lead in the army, with the whole world watching, and wipethe lot of them out.’

‘| seemto recdl that Cornelius had anot too dissmilar plan. Although hisdidn’t include the Queen.’

“Yeah, well, you see Corndlius has had second thoughts. He' s reasoned that if the wholeworld
suddenly discovered that it had been tricked and manipulated al throughout history by these beings,
fingerswould be pointed, blames exchanged, society would break right down.

‘Thisaso crossed my mind. Although | wastoo politeto mention it at thetime.”

‘Right. So anyway. Cornelius has come up with an ingenious plan: open up the portal on Star Hill
and lead a twenty-three-thousand-strong peace con-voy into the Zones, overwhelm the beings by sheer
weight of numbers and demand that they ceasether activities’

“Tuppe s spark out,” said Cornelius. ‘He' s got abig bump on hishead.’

‘Perhaps he tripped.” Annatucked the spanner into the back pocket of her jeans.

“You'll have to punch the notesin yourself then, Corndius’

Thetdl boy made adubiousface. ‘I'll do my best. But I'm redly not sure’

Bollocks gave up hischair and continued his conversation with Anna. * Corndlius reasoned that the
beingsin the Zoneswill surrender. Just like any other beings, they’ Il do anything to rid themsel ves of
travelers’

‘Did | say that? Corndliusasked. ‘1 don't remember saying that.’

‘I’'m sure you did. Now get on with those notes.’

‘Quite s0.” Corndliusdid asort of dip dip sky blue, who'sit not you.

‘And,” said Bollocks, ‘the beauty of the plan isthat the world will know nothing about it. Nobody is
going to believe atraveler telling him that he' s been to the Middle Earth, or Fairyland, or whatever. And
the travellersdon’t tell people anything anyway. It's quite an inspired plan.’

‘ see,’ said Anna

“How areyou doing? Bollocks asked Corndlius.

‘I think I’'m amost done. Yes, I'm surel’m done.” Cornelius crossed hisfingers.

‘Right.” Bollocks leaned over the computer con-sole. ‘“Welog it in here” He pressed a button. ‘ See
that, it goes up on the screen. Shiva' s sheep, those are very strange frequencies.’

‘They are?

‘They are. Now al you haveto do is press that button and the sequence will play directly through e
speaker system.’

‘Thisbutton?

‘That button.” Bollocksindicated a big button. It as blood red. The way some of them are.

Cornelius considered the blood-red button. Right,” said he, ‘well somehow | have to get up on he
sage and tell thetravellers| know of aland of and honey.’

Bollocks nodded thoughtfully.  Say, perhaps, that you were able to fight your way through al those
hired heavies and do that, | wonder how the travellerswould react.’

‘Probably stone him to death,” said Anna. ‘1 know | would.’

‘I'll think of something.” Cornelius batted down hishair. ‘| am the Stuff of Epics. Keep your ears
open, Bollocks. I'll get up there and make my speech. And when you hear me say, “Behold the
wonder”, then you press the blood-red button.” Thetall boy turned to take hisleave. * And look after
Tuppe,’ hesad.

‘Just one smdl thing', said Anna, * before you climb over the bodies’

‘Ohyes? Corndiusturned back.

‘It sucks,” said Anna. ‘Y our plan. Sucks.’

‘Somehow | just knew you were going to say that.” Cornelius turned away once more.

‘But you don’t know why.’

‘And neither do | care’

“You redly should. It's quite important.” Cornelius sighed and turned back once more. * Go on then,
say your piece’

‘OK. Now as| understand it, the essence of thisinspired plan of yoursisthat the whole world will
know nothing about it. Am | correct?



“You are correct.’
‘I see. Then don't you think it abit of a problem that the whole world is sitting at home watching this
gigliveonTV?
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Terence Arthur Mulligan put his accelerator foot hard down. Inspectre Hovis fell back in his seet.
‘Turn thiscab around,” he shouted. ‘ Drive to the nearest police station and give yourself up.’

‘Some chance.” Mulligan swerved around a corner, didodging Hovisto the floor. * Y ou’ re supposed
to be dead. My masterswill pay meabig reward for you. I'll ask for it in diamonds.’

‘Haveat you, sir.” Hovis clambered up and swung his cane. It rebounded from the window dividing
him from the cabbie.

‘Bullet-proof glass,’ crowed the Mulligan. * And the doors have centra locking. I’ m taking you in’

Hugo Runewas dready in. But then he had re-invented the ocarina for that very purpose. Getting
into the Zones had never been aproblem for him. It was getting out, asthe ocarinadidn’t work from the
ingde

But hewasin again now al right. The silver car was parked back on the spot where Cornelius had
origindly found it, in King Santa s private car park. Theice-cream van was il there too.

Hugo Rune drummed his plump fingers on the golden wood of the steering whedl. So much physica
activity, it redlly wasn't hisway at dl. He, like the king, was aman for delegation.

On the back seet of the silver car stood a pedestal table. Itstop covered by a silken cloth. Beneath
this cloth was a perfect micro-cosmic representation of the interior of the car.

Hugo Rune didn’t speak. When you possess the wherewithal to overthrow the secret King of the
World, and have the Queen of England locked in your boot, you don't actualy have to say anything to
make people wake up and take naotice.

‘“Wake up,” shouted Cornelius Murphy. ‘Wake up and take notice.’

‘I am woken up,” said Tuppe, rubbing the bump on his head.

‘Not you. | mean Mr Kobold.’

‘1" ve missed something, haven't 17 said Tuppe.

‘Just adight spanner in the works.’

‘No, I'm sure | felt the spanner.’

‘The peace convoy plan just went out thewin-dow.” Cornelius began to smack Arthur Kobold
about the head. * Apparently the gig is being broadcast world-wide.’

‘First I've heard of it.’

‘There was something about it on the BBC,” said Bollocks.

‘So what’ sthe plan going to be now? Tuppe asked Corndius.

‘Mr Kobold is going to take usinto the Zones and introduce usto his guvnor.’

‘Does Mr Kobold know thisyet?

‘No, but he will, as soon as we wake him up.’

Something moved invisibly through the corridors of the Forbidden Zones. Two somethings, in fact.
A large something and a not-so-large something. The large something was carrying the smaller something.
But you couldn’t see either of them, because they were both invisble. Or something.

Anna poured the contents of the sound engineer’ s Thermos flask over the head of Arthur Kobold.
The sound engineer wasn't going to need it, hewas il out for the count.

‘Oooh, ahhh. What's going on? Wheream |7

Cornelius knelt down beside Arthur Kobold and put his big non-regulation police-issue pistol against
hishead. ‘You arein big trouble,” he said. ‘ Now get up and take meto your leader.’

‘| certainly will not.

Corndliussighed. ‘Mr Kobold, he said, ‘we have not known each other long, but | think we
under-stand each other reasonably well. Theway | seeit, you have two options open to you. Thefirstis
that you take us at once, without trickery or complaint, straight to your “guvnor”. Hopefully, between he



and | some compromise can be reached that will spare your world and mine. The second isthat you
refuse. If you do, then | will shoot you dead, press the blood-red button over there and lead twenty-three
thousand travellersinto your guvnor’ s front parlour. Persondly, | don’t care which one you choose. But
I’d be interested to learn your persond preference.’

‘How prettily put.” Arthur Kobold made a brave face. * And you’ re quite right, we understand each
other well enough. Y ou wouldn't shoot mein cold blood. Y ou know you wouldn't.’

‘I would.” Anna stepped into Arthur’ sline of vision.

‘Allow meto lead theway,” said Mr Kobold.

‘Allow meto lead theway,” said Terence Arthur Mulligan.

Hovis glowered up at the grinning cabbie, who now held open the taxi door. He would dearly have
liked to strike him with his cane. But he felt dis-couraged to do so by the nature of Mulligan’ stwo
companions. They were big and green and muscly.

Thetaxi was now parked in agrest Victorian warehouse of a place. Between an ice-cream van and
Rune sslver car. The Ingpectre viewed the latter with some small degree of comfort. But not much.

Mulligan viewed the former with some puzzle-ment.

‘Where are you taking me? Hovis asked.

‘To the dungeon.” Terence made an evil face. ‘ The deep, dark dungeon.’

‘Buit fird to the torture chamber,” said one of the big green thingies. * Thisis the sod who stuck his
sword up my brother Colin’s arse acouple of nights back on Kew Bridge.’

The Gandhiswere still rocking. They hadn’t stopped.

The control box was soundproof, that’s all. Arthur Kobold led Bollocks, Cornelius, Tuppe and
Annaaway fromit. They skirted around the hired heavies and were soon at the secret entrance in the
gorse bush.

‘OK," said Anna, prodding Arthur Kobold with the big pistal, ‘lead the way.

‘Guys,’ said Bollocks.

‘Yes,” said theguys.

‘Guys, | think I’'ll passthisone up, if you don’'t mind.’

‘Bottle gone? Tuppe asked.

“Yesactudly. I'm not into guns and stuff likethat. But listen, | did my bit, didn’'t I?| wasin your
epic.’

Y ou certainly were.” Corndius grinned. * Enjoy the band. We'll get back to you later.’

‘Good luck then, guys.

‘Good luck, Bollocks” Thetall boy shook him warmly by the hand. * And thanks for everything.’

‘Belucky,” said Tuppe.

‘“Youtoo.

Arthur Kobold led the way down the flight of stone steps. ‘ Thisisn’t going to get you anywhere,” he
told Cornelius.

‘Just move on. We'll seewhereit getsus.” The steps went down and down, the way some of them
do. Thosethat aren’t going up and up. Although these could possibly be the same steps. It just depends
whether you' re going up or down.

Arthur Kobold's party were going down.

Ingpectre Hovis was going down and the big green thingy, with the brother called Colin, kept kicking
him ashedid so.

‘Isthat your own cab? the other big green thingy asked Terence.

‘| leeseit. It' sthe best way. The faresfrom thefirst day of the week pay the rental. From then on dll
the money goesinto me own pocket.’

‘Takings any good at thistime of year?

“Fair to middling. Lot of regulars on holiday.’



‘But alot of peopletake their holidaysin Lon-don.’

‘Oh yeah, you get the theatre trade and airport runs. But alot of people come on guided tours and
the Underground does good deals.’

“Y ou wouldn’t recommend cabbing as a profession, then?

‘It hasits perks and you are your own man.’

‘Never thought of going out on your own? Mini-cab or something?

“Too much hasde. Y ou thinking of taking up the trade, then?

‘Maybe. I’ ve got some bonus owing to me. And there has to be moreto life than just being abig
greenthingy. | thought I might buy alimo. Do weddings and stuff.’

Twenty-three thousand pairs of feet were now doing ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ right above the head of
the Secret King of the World.

Thefar fromjolly red-faced man poured alarge libation of some acoholic beverage into amighty
goblet and emptied this down histhroat.

‘Kobold!" roared the king. * Stop that damn row. Kobold, where are you?

Arthur stuck his head around the grest door and smiled painfully.

‘I'mhere, sire,’ hesaid.

And Corndius Murphy stared above the shoulder of Arthur Kobold. And verily did he behold the
hdl of the hidden king.

‘Holy sh...” Thetal boy took astep backwards. The mind-boggling magnitude of the scenethat lay |
before was alittle bit much to cometo termswith.

The sheer scale of thething. Its solidity. Its grandeur.

Thefact that it wasright here. Under Star Hill.

Thiswas Castle Gormenghast. Or the hall of King Arthur. Or something.

Tuppe peeped from behind the tall boy’ sleft knee. ‘1 seethat,” he whispered. Y ou do see that also,
don’t you? It's not just me?

‘It snot just you. | seeit.’

‘And do you see him?’

Tuppe sright forefinger made wavery little point-ings towards he that sat upon thethrone. The big
he. The he with the huge white beard and the huge red outfit, with the ermine trimmings. And that belt of
his and those heroic black boots. That he. That he there.

Corndliussaw him. ‘Il seehim,” he said.

And Anna saw him aso. And she was somewhat stuck for words. No doubt thiswould not last for
very long, and some would soon return to her. Wordslike *suck’ and ‘sad’. But not just at this moment.

‘Kobold, said the king. Quite loudly. Very loudly. ‘Kobold! What are you doing about that noise?

Annagave Mr Kobold akick in the backside. Arthur entered the court of the king at a greater
gpeed than he might reasonably have preferred and fell in an untidy heap.

‘Why exactly did you do that? asked theking. ‘Er,’” said Arthur, climbing to hisfeet, dusting himsdlf
down and dipping off his shoes. ‘We have guests’

‘Guests? Guests? | didn't invite any guests’

‘They sort of invited themselves, sre’

‘No, no.” Theking shook hismighty beard. ‘ That isstrictly againgt al roya protocol.’

‘Now cdl meatwat, said Tuppeto Corndius, ‘but isn't that Father Christmas himsalf?

‘“You'reatwat, said Anna. ‘Butitis, isn't it? She stepped sharply forward and poked Arthur
Kobold in thewaistcoat area. ‘Isthisyour guvnor?

‘It' stheking.” Arthur smiled another painful smile towards hismonarch. ‘Y our Mgesty.’

‘Well, tell him to put his hands up.’

Arthur Kobold now made the kind of face you make when you shut your fingersin adoor. ‘I'd
rather nat, if you don’'t mind.’

‘I domind.” Annathrust Mr Kobold aside. ‘Y ou!” she shouted.

‘17 Theking' s eyeswidened. They were somewhat bleary and bloodshot, but they certainly



widened. ‘Kobold,” said the king, ‘there is ayoung woman thing here and sheis pointing apistol a me.
‘Anna’ said Anna.
‘Anna? sadtheking.
‘Anna,’ saild Anna. ‘Asin TheKingand I’
‘Guards!’ shouted theking. ‘Asin, cal out the guards!’
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The king' s guards were otherwise engaged.

One of them was pushing areluctant Inspectre Hovis through the doorway into the torture chamber.
The other was discussing the pros and cons of the limousine-hire businesswith Terence Arthur Mulligan.

“Y ou have to be careful with your clientele, Terence said. ‘Waich out for the piss artists who throw
up in the back, or try and nick your car-phone.’

‘1 was going to ask you about the phone,” said the big green thingy. * Should | get Cellnet or one of
the others? I’ ve sent for brochures, but | can’t seem to make up my mind.’

‘Get on that rack you,” said the other big green thingy to Inspectre Hovis.

When the king had findly tired with shouting the word ‘ guards', he poured himsdlf another drink.
‘Kobold,” he said wearily, ‘take these creatures’, he waved towards Corndlius and Tuppe, who were
gtill skulking in the doorway, ‘ straight to the dungeon. And her,” he pointed abig fat finger at Anna
Gotting, ‘ chop her head off.’

‘With pleasure, Sre’

‘Getred,” said Anna

‘And useablunt axe,; saidtheking. ‘A bigone.” ‘That’senough.” Corndlius stepped into the great
hail. ‘Stop it, al of you. Now listen, please.’ He stared up at the big figure on the throne. * Are you redly

I mean, am | right in thinking that you are... that isto say ...

‘Spit it out, boy!” roared the king. ‘ Are you Father Chrigmas? The king's enormous face split into
an enormous smile. ‘My boy,” said he with ahearty chuckle. ‘My boy. | see, | see’

‘“What does he see? Tuppe asked.

“Y ou' ve cometo give me your Chrissmas | etter. Y ou’ ve cometo seejolly old Santaand givehim
your Christmas | etter. Well, why not? Have you been agood boy thisyear?

‘Barking mad,” said Tuppe. ‘ Thisbodeswel.” Corndiusthrust his handsinto his pockets and took a
few paces forward across the flagstoned floor.

Theking' ssmilefroze. * Shoes,” hesaid.

‘What? Cornelius asked.

*Shoes. Y our shoes. Take them off.’

‘“Why? Corndlius asked.

‘Becauseit’s protocol. And because | tell you to. Take your shoes off. Sockstoo.’

‘No,” said Corndius. ‘1 won't.” *Guards!’ shouted the king. Arthur Kobold wrung his hands.

Sergeant Sturdy strode up Star Hill. He didn’t take any roundabout routes. That was not hisway of
doing things. Travellers danced to every side of him, but reliable Ron stared stoically ahead and marched
right on. The crowd parted before him. He had a certain way about him, did Ron.

‘Get on that rack,” said the big green thingy once more.
‘By thissted thrice blessed,” cried Inspectre Hovis, unshesthing his blade.

The large something that carried the not-so-large something, continued to do o, invisibly.

Cornelius strode across the great hall with his shoes till on. Hisfootsteps echoed and the sound put
the  king steeth on edge. And when Cornelius pulled out achair at the king’ stable and sat down
upon it, the roya teeth began to grind.

‘Murphy,” said thetdl boy. * Cornelius Murphy. Perhaps you' ve heard of me.’

‘ThisisMurphy? The king addressed these words to the cringing Arthur Kobold.

Arthur nodded. ‘ Bloody nuisance, o heis!’

‘And what isdl the hair about?

‘It shig hair, Corneliusexplained. * All famous people have big hair. It' satradition, or an old
charter. Or something. You have abig beard. | expect it sthe samething’



‘1 will have my guards hang you up by your big hair and roast you over adow fire’

‘Not on Chrissmas Eve, | hope.’

‘Kobold. Go out and find the guards. Tell them to bring two big blunt axes,” the king glanced over at
Tuppe, ‘and one of those little meta things you chop up dabs of toffee with.’

Arthur Kobold looked at Anna. Annashook her head. * Which one would you like me to shoot firdt,
Cornelius? she asked.

‘Shoot the king first, said thetdl boy. * Arthur can take care of the paperwork.’

“Shoot the king? Santafel back in darm. ‘What are you saying? Y ou can't shoot merry old Father
Christmas. Think of al the dear little boys and girls’

‘I hate kids,’ said Anna, pointing her pistol at the king.

‘No, no, no.” Thealarm the king fell back in, became absolute horror. ‘ Kobold, do something.’

‘What, like offering to be shot first?

‘That might help.’

‘Would it? Arthur asked Corndlius.

‘Not much. But I'll tell you whet I'll do, I’ [l have Anna shoot you and the king, and I’ [l take care of
the paperwork mysdf.’

‘No,” said theking. ‘No, no, no. Stop al thisat once. | have no wish to be shot. Tell mewhat it is
you want. A train s, isit? Or aradio-controlled car? Y ou just tell Father Christmas and he'll see what
he can do.’

‘1 want you to cease interfering with mankind. | want you to leave usto run things our way. No more
tampering. No more contral. It hasto stop. Right here. Right now.’

‘ don’t understand.” Theking plucked at his beard.

‘ Are you suggesting that | should stop ruling the world?

‘That is correct.’

*Oh no. Oh no, no, no. | cannot be hearing this. Someone tell me I’m not hearing this’

“You'renot hearing this, said Arthur Kobold.

‘Blessyou, Arthur. Thevoice of reason. | must be having abad dream. Plump up my pillows and
wake mewith a cup of teaat noon.

Theking closed hiseyes.

‘Can | have apiece of your cake? Corndiusasked. The king opened hiseyes. ‘He sill here.
Arthur, do something. He s having my cake now.’

‘Leavetheking' scakeaone,’ said Arthur.

Corndlius pushed alarge piece into his mouth. ‘Hey, Tuppe,’ he called, ‘ come and have a piece of
Santa' s cake.’

‘Itwill endintears, said Tuppe, waddling over.

‘*Shoed’ shrieked the king.

‘Now ligen,” said Corndlius. ‘ Theway | seeit, you havetwo options.” Arthur hid hisface. * Thefirst
is, that you surrender to me now. Abdicate and cease dl further interference with the world above.
Should you choose this option, then | will do everything in my power to see that no-one from the world
aboveinterfereswith you.

‘The second.” Asthe king was quite speechless, Cornelius went straight on to the second. ‘ The
second isthat you refuse this. In which casg, | will stand aside and let Hugo Rune march in here with the
army behind him, take the throne from you by force and probably kill you into the bargain. Me, I'm easy.
But I’d be interested to learn your pref-erence.

“Hugo? spluttered the king. ‘Hugo? Army? Force? Kill? What? What? What?

‘Ther€ sbeen abit of agtuation,” said Arthur

Kobold. * Apparently Hugo Rune has kidnapped the Queen and is planning to blameit on usand
lead an army down hereto wipe usadl out. That’swhy

Murphy’s here, you see. Sort of .’

The king groaned and buried hisface in hishands.

‘I'm surethismust be very distressing for you,” said Corndlius. ‘And I'm sureyou' d like sometime



to think about it

‘I would,” mumbled theking.

‘But regrettably you can't have any. So what’ sit going to be? Thefirst option, or the second
option?

‘1 think it will probably have to be the second option,” said the voice of Hugo Rune.



29

Father Christmas suddenly found his throne pulled from under him, and himsdlf sprawling in amaost
unrega manner on the flagstone floor.

The throne then rose into the air, moved back afew feet and settled down. And Hugo Rune
material-ized upon it. Hewas smoking agreen cigar.

‘Itisl, Rune,’ said Rune. ‘None other. So moteit be’

‘Get off my throne.” The king thrashed about on the floor. * Help me up, Kobold. Help me up.’

Arthur Kobold hastened to oblige. * Get off the king’ sthrone, you blackguard,” he said.

Hugo Runeignored the both of them. He took out his pocket watch, flipped open the golden cover
and perused the hour. ‘We have some time | eft to pass before the overthrow of thisevil em-pire;’ he
declared. ‘ Now, how best might we passit? | know, don’t tell me, you would like meto entertain you
with fascinating episodes from my life’

‘I wouldn't,” said Tuppe. Rune threw him the merest of withering glances. * That would be nice,’ said
the samdl fdlow, hanging onto hismouth.

‘I recall atimein Brunal.” Rune settled back in the king' sthrone and puffed a hiscigar. Arthur
struggled to right the king, but wasn't making much of ajob out of it. ‘ The sultan had taken on my
sarvices asfinancia adviser. He wasn't the sultan then, of course, he was arickshaw repair man, called
Kwa-Ling, that’sMandarin for Colin. Now, | ‘say that hetook on my services, thisisnot strictly true.
For he did not know it then, nor has he ever known it.’

Corndliuswas fascinated. Not by the tale. But by the man.

‘Allow meto set the scene,’” said Hugo Rune. “A bar, roofed in bamboo and walled in native silks. It
overlooks the South China Sea. | am seated therein, looking much as you see me today. Digtinguished.
Stately. In repose. The year is 1923.

‘Stop,” cried the king. ‘ Just you stop. Kobold, get me up.

‘I'm doing my bes, dre’

‘Silence.” Rune stretched out hisright hand and plucked at something in the air. A table materidized.
It was apedestdl table. And thistimeit was not covered by a silken cloth. On top of the table was
displayed a perfect representation of the great hall and all who sat, stood, or had fallen over and were
being helped back up, iniit.

‘Oh dear,’ said Cornelius Murphy.

‘What'sthat? asked theking. ‘A present? Has Hugo brought his old friend a present?

“Hugo hasnot,” said Hugo Rune. * Now kindly do not interrupt me again. | am dining with aclose
chum of mine, Sgmund Freud. Our chosen fare, vichy-ssoise, Blue Point oysters, lobster tailswith drawn
butter, clam chowder and soft-shell crabs. Washed down with | ced Finlandia vodka and white Almaden.
All brought in for me from Honolulu on the flying boat. In those days a gentleman was treated like a
gentleman. The masses knew their place’

‘Those werethe days,’” said the king.

“Shut up,” said Hugo Rune. ‘Now, where was | ?

‘Dining out with Clement Freud,” said Tuppe. * Y ou were having crab sticksand jellied edls. You
didn’'t say who footed the bill.’

“The med was concluded,” Rune went on. ‘We drank brandy and shared a pipe of opium. Siggy, as
was hisway, when three sheets to the wind and stoned as a six-day camel, asked me this question,
“Guru,” he asked, “what’sit al about then, en?’

‘“Now, | am not oneto sing my own praises, but | pride mysdf that thisis one question | can answer
to complete and utter satisfaction.’

Corndius wondered whether he should ask Annato shoot Hugo Rune. Possibly just in the foot or
something.

“There are exactly twenty-three redly wonderful thingsin thisworld,” | told Siggy, “and dwaysto
beintheright place a theright timeisone of them.” Sggy sniffed at this Ultimate Truth. He had atouch
of thetropicd ague’



‘Kobold,” said the king, ‘remove Rune from my sight. He haslost the last of hismarbles’

Hugo Rune reached over to the pedestd table and gaveit alittle shake.

Thegreat hall shuddered. Tabards tumbled from thewalls. All those standing fell to the floor. The
king, who was dmost haf up, collapsed on to Arthur Kobold. Corndlius clung to the king' stable. Rune
clung to histhrone.

‘Siggy sniffed,” said Rune, when some degree of normality had been restored. *“Allow meto
demon-drate,” | told him. “Pick the most uselessindividua you seeinthe bar.” Siggy squinted al about
the place, his eyesight was never up to much, but finaly he pointed to the said Kwa-Ling, rickshaw
repair man and town drunk. “Now,” said |, viewing this speci-men, “what say you if | could makethis
felow therichest manintheworld?’ “I would say,” Siggy replied, “ask him for thelend of fifty guiness,
that you might repay the loan | madeyou last year.” Alwaysthe wag and the tight-wad, Siggy.’

The king had now manoeuvred himself to his knees and was wondering where Arthur Kobold had
got to. Arthur, for his part, was now lodged firmly between the redly trousered cheeks of theking's
bottom.

Tuppe congdered this quite amusing.

Arthur Kobold did not.

‘Will you please stop? the king implored. Y ou have told me this story before. And nonsenseit al
is. Y ou uttered the words of some magic spdll. The rickshaw repair man stumbled into the street and is
immediately struck down by apassing car. The driver, an American philanthropist, mortified by this, pays
for hishospita bills and awards him asmall sum of money. Therickshaw repair man buys himself aplot
of land. Theland turns out to be rich in minera resources. He leases out the rights, buys more land, same
thing happens, doesit again and the same thing happens again and soon he' sthe richest man in the world.
It srubbish.’

‘It certainly istheway you tdll it. But true, nevertheless”

‘No it s not. Because the Sultan of Brune is not therichest man intheworld, | an. And | havedl
the best spellsand even | don't havethat one.” The king found hisfeet (yes, they were on the ends of his
legs, | know). ‘Ugh!” went the king, plucking Arthur Kobold from his bottom. *And dl thisis quite
enough. Down to the dungeons, the lot of you. Kobold, lead them out.’

Rune’ s hand strayed once more towards the pedestal table.

‘If I might just ask aquestion,” said Cornelius Murphy.

‘Yes? said Rune.

‘Whereis Her Mgesty the Queen?

Ingpectre Hovis had been thrusting and parrying for quite sometime.

‘Haveat you,” he cried, taking up the classic fencer’ s position. Elbows on the desk, cigar inthe
mouth, and ‘1 know it’s good gear, but the stuff’sred hot and | can’t moveit on the open market, Plod
would be down on me as quick aswinking. I'll give you a®“monkey” for it and no questions asked.’

The big green thingy scratched his head. ‘Isthat amisprint, or what?

‘Have at you, then.” Hovistook up the classic fencer’ s pose. Kneesdightly bent, left arm back and
crooked at the elbow, left hand dangling, swordstick held firmly in theright, parale to the ground and
level with thetip of the nose.

‘Haveat you.” Slice. Twist. Cut. Thrust. ‘Grab hislegs, Terence,” cried the big green thingy. ‘Leave
meout.” Mulligan shook hishead. ‘I'm just acabbie. | don't get involved in no bother.’

“What do you do if someone cuts up rough? the other big green thingy asked him.

‘Bung on the centra locking and drive them straight round to the nearest nick.’

‘Central locking. I'll bear that inmind.’

‘It's compulsory on ablack cab now. Y ou' re not alowed on the road without it.’

Hovis kicked the other big green thingy in the teeth, scattering many of these about the torture
chamber.

‘1 know not of what you speak.” Rune flicked ash from the end of hiscigar. * The Queen? What of



this?

‘If you' ve done anything to harm my wife,” roared the king.

‘Hiswife? sad Anna

Tuppe nodded. * According to Rune, the Queen isone of them. She'snot redly ahuman being.’

‘I never thought she was. She doesn’t go to the toilet. Everyone knowsthat.’

‘I knew it,” said Tuppe.

‘The Queenisquite safe,’ said Rune. ‘ Her exact whereabouts are known to mysdlf aone!’

“Youfiend!’ cried theking.

Rune gave the pedesta table another little shake. Walls shook and the king fell over again. Thistime
Arthur Kobold ducked well out of the way.

‘Asyou must now bewell aware, said Hugo Rune, raising hisbulk from the king’ s throne and
positioning it behind the pedesta table, ‘1 amin control here. | have but to reach afinger into this
microcosm and squash any one of you, as| might an ant.’

*Squash her firgt,’ said Arthur, pointing at Anna

‘“Why don't | have one of those tables? asked the king.

‘Pay attention.” Rune raised afinger. Everyone paid attention. * You,” Rune pointed to theking. ‘|
would address your people. Summonsthem here’

‘My people? The king was till in the supine position.

“Your princes and princesses, lords and ladies, jugglers and foals. Y our minions, underlings,
peasants and peons. Elder statesmen, younger statesmen, arti-sans, maids in waiting, concubines,
footmen. Y our people.’

‘They'redl hereredly,” said the king, who was now sitting up. ‘ Except for a couple of guards and
the woman who cleans on Tuesdays.’

‘“What?' cried Hugo Rune.

‘Well,” theking explained, ‘it’ slike this. Every generation there are fewer folk in the world. Take
yoursdlf. Thereisonly one of you. Y et you had two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents,
Sxteen grest—great—'

*Shut up,” Rune raised the doom+-laden finger. ‘| know al that. | discovered it.’

‘Wdll, there you are then. My missus walked out years ago and my daughter, who you got pregnant
in your vain attempt to be made a prince, went with her. My grandson became a Scotsman and got
blown up. And Arthur never married.’

“‘Never fancied the cleaning woman,” said Arthur.

‘And the guardsaren’t redlly guards at dl. They'rejust conjurations.’

‘Andthey’rearight paininthe neck,” said Arthur. ‘ Always going on about overtime and bonus
pay-ments.’

Rune looked appalled. He was appd | ed.

Corneliuswas appalled aso. ‘ Y ou mean to say that there’ sjust you, Father Christmas, and hisone
litlefary left?

‘I don't likethat term,” said Arthur. ‘I’'m aKobold.’

“Who does your cooking, then? Annaasked. ‘Who bakes the cakes?

‘Fortnum & Mason's,” said the king. *Whoever did you think?

‘Fortnum & Mason's, en? Tuppe climbed up on to the chair next to Cornelius. *Yum yum.’

‘“Try the Black Forest Géteau,” said Corndlius.

‘Get away from my cakes.” Theking wasfindly back on hisfeet.

‘Interesting Stuation,” said Corneliusto Hugo Rune. “When exactly might we expect the police force
and the army and the world' s pressto come burgting in here and arrest Father Christmas and hisonelittle
fary?

Rune took out his pocket watch once more and scrutinized its face. * Quite shortly now. Doesn't
time fly when you' re having agood time? Do you know why, by theway? | wrote arather erudite
monograph on the subject.’

Rune smiled upon Arthur Kobold. *How long would it take you to conjure up afew hundred



guards? Put on a bit of adisplay of defence. Just for appearances sake? Y ou could do that, couldn’'t
you?

‘I could, but I won't.” Arthur folded hisarms. Hugo Rune dipped into the microcosm on the
pedesta table and twanged the head of the miniature Kobold. The full-sized version toppled sdeways,
clutching hisskull. * About five minutes,” he said.

‘Wl hurry off, then.

‘Now see here,” said Cornelius.

‘Now see here,” said the king.

‘No no,” said Rune. ‘Hethat controlsthe magic table, controlsall the*“now see heres’. Theking
must have his guards. He must be seen to be putting up astruggle. Can't disappoint the viewing public.’

Theking stroked hiswhiskers. * These policemen and soldiers and whatnot. They will al have guns, |
suppose.’

‘Of course.” Rune nodded hisbig bald head. ‘ Lots of guns’

‘Will they have swordsat dl?

‘Not inthisday and age,’ said Rune. ‘ Swords indeed.’

‘Ah,; said theking. ‘ Tell you what, Arthur, why don’t you conjure up five hundred guards and make
aredly decent show of it?

Arthur and the king exchanged knowing winks. ‘' Let'smake it an even thousand,” said Arthur
Kobold, heading for the door.

‘Help yoursdlf to cake everyone,” said the king.

It was taking reliable Ron Sturdy rather along timeto get up Star Hill. He kept getting distracted.
There were dl these old buses, with bald tyres and out-of-date tax discs. And no-one seemed keen to
help himwith hisenquiries.

The Gandhis were rocking on. Prince Charles had joined them on stage and was playing his cello.
Pally was glowering a him.

Mickey Minns sauntered over to her. He thought she was Anna.

‘Wannadance? he asked.

I nspectre Hovis was making reasonable progress. He was out of the torture chamber now and
fighting hisway up aflight of stone steps. The big green thingy, whose brother Colin the greet detective
had pranged, was putting up quite a show of force. But it was keeping its back to thewall, just to be on
the safe side.

Arthur Kobold was back in his office. Thefiling cabinet was open and Colin was out.

Arthur was manipulating afoot pump.

“You'reinfor abit of multiplication,” hetold the green thingy that was growing bigger by the
moment. ‘ Do your job properly and you' Il get double-bubhble, time and ahdf, abig wodge of folding in
your old “sky rocket” and agolden handshake.’

‘Did you haveto stick the air pipe up my bottom? the big green thingy complained.

* * %

‘Mindif | St back in my throne? the king asked Hugo Rune.

‘Bemy guest,’ said Hugo.

‘Sokind.” Theking eased himsdlf into it. * Great cake,” said Tuppe. ‘Areyou redly, truly, Father
Christmas, by theway?

‘l anhe,’ said theking.

‘Then what ever happened to my train set?| sent aletter up the chimney three years running. Don't
tell methey dl got lost in the Christmas post.’

‘What' s your name? asked the king.

‘“Tuppe,” said Tuppe.



‘Asin Tupperware?’

‘That’'sme’

‘1 remember your letters;” said the king. * Such neat handwriting.’

‘Thank you,” said Tuppe. ‘1 did my best.’

‘Caravan,’ saidtheking. ‘You lived in acaravan. ‘ That' sright.” Tuppe was very impressed. ‘ So
why didn’t you bring me atrain st?

‘Because you're abloody traveler,” said theking. ‘And | don’t give presentsto bloody travellers.’

‘What ashit!’ said Tuppeto Corndius. ‘1 reckon that dydexic devil worshipper sold his soul to the
right bloke after al.

‘Midnight,” boomed the voice of Hugo Rune. And on that cue Inspectre Hovis burst through the
open door.

‘Right ontime,” said Rune. ‘Magnificent.” Hovis dammed the great door shut. Upon the fingers of
the big green thingy. He shot the bolt into place and turned to gaze in no small wonder at al which lay
before him.

“Well bugger my boots,” said the great detective.

And Rune smiled upon him. ‘Has dl gone aswe arranged? | trust you have the police force and the
army and theworld’ s presswith you. Y ou didn’t forget to phone the BBC?

‘| have called nobody.” Hovis brushed a cobweb from his shoulder. ‘1 made the mistake of hailing a
black cab. Y ou neglected to warn me about those. Some kind of secret organization, | understand. Are
these the cul prits?

‘Him.” Anna, Tuppe and Corndlius pointed to Father Christmas.

‘The shit,” said Tuppe.

“Him? The Inspectre sheethed hisblade. ‘ But surely thisis none other than—'

Crash. Crash. Crash, went something going crash crash crash against the great door.

‘Thearmy? Rune made ahopeful face.

‘A big green thingy,” said Hovis. ‘ One of theking's conjured guards | do believe. A right evil crew
they aretoo. Can’t be destroyed by normal means, guns and whatnot. Only respond to the kiss of the
sword.’

‘“What?' Hugo Rune looked quite upset.

‘Some you win, someyou lose, said the king, smiling hugdly.

‘No, no, no,” went Hugo Rune.

And crash crash crash went the great door with renewed vigour, dmost asif the energies of asingle
big green thingy had been increased by afactor of one thousand.

Rdliable Ron Sturdy had finally reached the control-box. He swung open the door and stared down
at the pile of bodies.

‘Hdlo, hdlo, hdlo,” hesaid. ‘What'sdl thisthen?

‘At ‘em, lads, cried Arthur Kobold from the corridor. * Storm the great hal. Free the king. Destroy
Hugo Rune. And that bloody woman also. Off with their heads’

‘Doubletime after midnight,” said Colin. ‘We did agree double time.’

And crash went the great hall’ s great door, tearing from its hinges and plunging to the flagstoned
floor. And in poured amonstrous legion of big green thingies, not pleasing to behold.

The king clapped and cheered. Annaand Tuppe took shelter beneath the king’ stable and Hovis
whipped his blade out once again.

Hugo Rune raised his hand to smite the micro-cosm.

Corndiuslegpt from his chair and dived at Hugo Rune.

‘Congtable, areyou dl right? Sergeant Sturdy shook the dazed Ken Loathsome.
‘Someone hit me, Sarge’
“What did you say?| can’'t hear you above that damn band.’



* Someone bopped me on the head.’

‘Hold on aminute, lad, I'll switch them off.’

Of course he could have just closed the soundproof door, but he didn't. He stepped over the
‘officer down’ and approached the computer console. ‘Which button? he asked himself.  Probably this
big blood-red one,” he decided.

And without further thought, that was the one he pressed.

Heaving muscular forms, al vivid green and primed for mayhem with promises of abig cash bonus,
rushed across the flagstones.

The king dgpped his gargantuan thighs and laughed uproarioudy.

Annaand Tuppe cringed benesth the king' stable and Corndlius struggled to restrain Rune.

‘“They will kill usal,” cried Rune. ‘Let me destroy them.’

‘You'll destroy usaswell. Leavethething done’

Corndius made agrab for the pedestd table.

Hugo Rune stuck hisfoot out. Corndiustripped and fell againg the table. Knocking it over.

And then dl sorts of exciting things began to happen.

The Gandhis suddenly found themsalves strumming dead instruments. Their speakersfed back and a
strange ungodly wave of sound swept out from them. It crystallized into a sequence of notes, the like of
which none present knew the names of . Haunting. Mysterious. Downright weird.

The ground beneath the stage began to move. One of the Herculean hairdryers tore from its mounts
and bowled down the hillside, scattering travellers before it. The stage shook. Prince Charlestook a
tumble. Polly took atumble. Mickey Minns helped her up and offered her considerable comfort.

And then the stage began to sink, down into the porta that was opening right beneath it. As
thousands looked on in amazement, the stage, with its HOLLY -WOQOD |etters, its video screen, the
most famous rock band in al the world, and the Prince of Wales, vanished into the top of Star Hill.

There was amoment of silence, there dwaysis, but then agreat cry went up. And thetravellers
stormed the hilltop.

Theking stable did sdeways, spilling off its cake. Much of thiswent into the Iap of the king, who
followed the diding table on his own diding throne. In accordance with its microcosm on the now fallen
pedestd, the entire hall wasturning on its side. Corndiustried to right the magic table, but he too was
diding acrass afloor which was rapidly becoming awall.

Runerolled by, followed by agood many big green thingys, an Ingpectre with a swordstick and Mr
Arthur Kobold.

And in through the great doorway did something rather wonderful. An entire pink stage, complete
with four-piece band and prince, a selection of light-ing gantries, a control-box containing awhite-faced
Sergeant Sturdy, an utterly out-of-it Constable Ken and a sound engineer who didn’t have much of a
part, anumber of HOLLYWOOD-gtyle letters, which now spelt out H.R. ISA NERD, probably by
accident rather than design, and afifty-foot hairdryer.

‘“What the heck isgoing on? shouted Chief Inspector Lytton to histroops at the place where the
busesturn around. ‘ They'redl running away.

‘They’remaking up the hill,” said ahdpful officer. ‘It looks like the stage has collgpsed. Should |
radio for an ambulance?

‘Radio for reinforcements. Men, to your cars. Let’s get up there’

*Should | radio for helicopters, sir? asked the helpful officer. ‘We can see how well the big numbers
on the tops of our carswork then.’

‘Good idea. Radio for helicopters. Now forward, men. After thosetravellers.’

‘Shiva sshegp!” Vain Glory clung to his microphone stand. ‘We vefaleninto hell.’



A big green thingy struck him from hisfeet.
‘“How dare you smite my chum,” said Prince Charles, wading into the big green thingy with the
businessend of hiscdllo.

Corndius fought to keep hold of the pedesta table and get it back up the right way, but tumbling
bodies engulfed him in averdant maelstrom of flailing fists (and not alittle purple prose).

The great hall took another turn for the worse, then came to rest. Upside down. Those who still had
places|eft to fall to, fell to them. Those who tried to get up found others knocking them down. Therewas
some unpleasantness.

But it was nothing before the face of that yet to come.

Because now, in through the door, surged the travellers.

‘Charge,’ cried Bollocks, at the head of them.

Now there have been battles and there have been battles. Y ou had the Somme and El Alamein,
Goose Green and Desert Storm.

But you never had anything like this before,

The green legions of King Christmas, rising from the celling which was now thefloor, offered up a
battle-cry and launched themsdlves againgt the in-vaders.

Theinvaders, somewhat stunned by the enormity of their adversaries, decided to take flight. But as
more and more of their number were pressing in through the inverted doorway, they were unable to do
0.

The big green thingys, for their part, suddenly realized that these were no ordinary invaders, these
were the dreaded travellers themsealves, feared throughout the world. The big green thingys sounded the
retreat.

And then came the police-car Srens.

Thosetravellersthat werein, wanted out. Those that weren't quite in, wanted to see what wasin,
before they went ouit.

And thosethat redly weren't in at al, and didn’t have much of ahope of getting in, turned to
confront the police.

And so on and so forth. And, asif agreat mass mind had suddenly arrived at asingle decision,
everyone and every thing fell on each and every other one or thing and began to beat the daylights out of
it.

Inafar corner Corndiustried to right the pedestal table. But the microcosm had gone. The
mechanism was smashed and the innards dl hung out in aruined mass. Curioudy, they appeared to
cons s of nothing more than a couple of old tennis balswith nails stuck in them and a clockwork mouse
inalittletreadmill.

Tuppe crawled over to hisfriend. * Do you think we should get out of here before we get killed? he
asked.

‘The doorway looks atad crowded. Perhaps we had better hide. Whereis Anna?

‘| thought she was with you.’

“Youdid not.’

‘No, you'reright.’

Annawas nowhere to be seen. And Cornelius, even with his height to his advantage, could not make
her out amongst the seething battle.

‘She'll be OK," said Tuppe.

“Y ouwouldn't bejust saying that.’

‘I would, you know.’

DO DAH DO DAH DO DAR DO DAH, went the police-car sirens. Or isit,
WEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-EEEEEEEEE? It s WEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE, | think.

A police helicopter circled over Star Hill.




‘Hey look,” said the co-pilat, ‘you can make out dl the big numbers on the tops of the police cars’
‘Soyou can,’ said the pilot. ‘1 wonder what they’refor.’

* * %

‘Get moving,” said Arthur Kobold. He'd got his gun back and he was prodding Annawith it.

Prodding her dong a stone passage. A secret stone passage. It led away from the great hall. Anna
wasin front. Arthur was behind her. And good old Father Christmas was bringing up therear. It wasn't
that large a secret passage, they’ re not usualy, Santawas pretty cramped.

‘What are we doing, Arthur? he asked.

‘Making our getaway, Sre’

‘But getaway to where?

‘South America? said Arthur.

‘“Why don't you just give yoursaves up? Annaasked. ‘Y ou' re beaten and you know it.’

‘Don’'t be absurd,” Arthur gave her agood hard poke with the pistal. * True, the king and | and the
cleaning lady may bethelast there arein London. But that’ sjust London. Our lot areal over the world.
Few in numbers, but greet in power. WE |l liveto fight another day. Now, as hostage-taking seemsto be
the order of the night, you are our hostage until we make our safe escape. Then I'll shoot you. It's
nothing persond. Well, actudly itis’

‘Corneiuswill track you down, no matter where you hide’

‘Hewon't find us. Theworld isavery large place. Much larger than you think it is. Murphy is
probably dead by now anyway. And even if he's not, there’ s no way he' s going to find the entrance to
the secret passage.

‘Hey look,” said Cornelius, ‘isn't that the entrance to a secret passage over there?

‘Ohyes,’ said Tuppe sarcadticaly. * And surdly that isapiece of Annals T—shirt lyingin the
entrance.’

‘No.” Thetdl boy flexed hisnogtrils. * But that' s the way shewent, | can still smell her perfume!’

Ingpectre Hoviswasin the thick of thefighting. A lesser man would surely have perished, but not
Inspectre Hovis. His blade wasin play to pleasing effect.

Thebig green thingys that Arthur had so hastily conjured by the multiplication of Colin, weren't redlly
up to the required standard. The great detective was cutting the proverbia bloody swathe through them.

‘Haveat you,” he cried time and again.

Asno moretravellers could possibly squeeze through the portd and into the great hall, those that
remained outside, about twenty-two thousand of them, rushed back down the hill towards the police,
who were advancing up it.

Chief Inspector Lytton was leading the way. On foot.

‘Retreat,’” he shouted. And squad carsto each and every side of him, did just that.

‘Lads,’ caled the chief ingpector, suddenly all on hisownsome. ‘Lads?

‘Kill thepig,” cried the voice of the multitude.

* * %

‘Getin,’ said Arthur Kobold.

‘Get in? asked Anna. ‘ To this?

‘It sanice-cream van,” said theking. ‘1 don’t want to get into an ice-cream van. Look, my nice
slver car isback. Hugo must have returned it.’

‘“Trust me, sire,” said Arthur Kobold. “We need to dip away unnoticed. Y our nice silver car will only
draw attention to us.’

“We could use my specid birthday spell. Move faster than time.’

‘I broke your spell. It won't work again for another year. Please get into the van.’

‘ Perhaps we could take ataxi or something.’



‘Do you see ataxi, Sire?

‘No,” said the king. Although in fact he really should have been able to see ataxi. Terence Arthur
Mulligan’staxi. But the king couldn’t see it, because it wasn't there any more,

‘| don’t want to be driven around in arotten old ice-cream van.” The king stamped hisfoot.

‘Stop!” shouted Cornelius Murphy, emerging from the secret passage with Tuppe puffing hard on his
heds

‘All aboard,” said theking. ‘ Min€ s abanana sundae.’

The porta door of the king's private car park swung open to the outside world and the ice-cream
van passed throughiit.

‘Quickly,” said Cornelius. ‘I'm being asquick as | can.’

‘Sorry,” Cornelius scooped up the Tuppe and hastened towards Rune' s silver car. ‘W€ ve got to
get after them.

‘Another car chase,’ said Tuppe. ‘ Oh goody goody. Just what | need.’

Corndius flung open the car door and flung Tuppe into the passenger seat and himsalf down behind
the whedl. The keysjust happened to be in the dashboard.

‘Up and away,” cried Cornelius Murphy. Wheelswent skid, the engine didn’t go glug glug, but roar,
and the silver car streaked out into the night.

‘Arthur, are you really sure you know how to drive thisthing?

‘Of coursel do. It' svery fast for anice-cream van.

In the back the king lurched from side to side. Annaducked these lurches as best she could. The
king was ared space—filler.

Arthur raked theice-cream van aong arow of parked cars.

‘I"'m getting the measure of this, Y our Mgesty.’

‘Ohno.” Theking stared out through the back window. ‘ That Murphy ischasing us. And in my
favouritecar.’

‘The game sup.” Annadodged the mighty pos-terior. * Surrender now, before Kobold getsus all
killed.

‘Don’t beridiculous.” Arthur dragged the steering whed! to the right and the van went round a corner
on two wheels.

‘He sanifty driver, said Tuppe. ‘For afairy.
‘Watch this.” Corndlius put hisfoot right down. * O00000000000000000000H!" went Tuppe.

‘I'm getting travel sick,” said theking. ‘ Sow down abit.’
‘Not until we'velost Murphy.” Arthur pranged the pedd.
‘Don’t you chuck up on me,” said Anna.

‘They’re getting away.” Tuppe clung to the dash-board. * Go faster.’
‘Get redl, Tuppe, please’

Mulligan’sIcestore out into the high Street.

‘Open road ahead.” Arthur did aracing-change. ‘WE€ |l lose him on the sraight.’

‘Oh | do hope so,” said theking. ‘ Thisisbecoming a proper annus horribilis.’

“Who areyou calling horrible? said Anna ‘Just keep cam, sire” said Arthur Kobold. * Nothing can
stop us now.

‘Put it back into first gear again,” said Terence Arthur Mulligan to the big green thingy who was
thinking of going into the limousine-hire business. ‘Go on. You'redoing dl right.’
‘I redly appreciate you giving me adriving lesson so late a night,” said the big green thingy.



‘Best timefor it, when there’ s no-one around. Back into first. No, that’ sreverse.

‘Sorry.’

“No problem. | only lease the cab. If you bugger the gears, it goesinto the workshop and | get
another one. Try putting your foot on the clutch peda before you change gear.

‘Sorry,” said the big green thingy.

‘Haha,’ went Arthur Kobold. ‘ The open road. Home and free. Rio here we come.

‘Faster,” said Tuppe.

‘Itwon't go any fagter,” said Cornelius. ‘We relosing them,” went theking. ‘Hahaha.” *No, that’s
dill reverse,’ said Terence Arthur Mul-ligan.

‘What' sthat up ahead? cried Arthur.

‘It lookslike ataxi reversing acrosstheroad, said the king.

‘It isataxi reversing acrossthe road.” Arthur went for the brake. *Oh no.’

‘Ohno!’ cried theking.

‘Ohno!” cried Terence Arthur Mulligan, covering hisface.

‘Sorry,” said the big green thingy.

‘They’ redowing down,” said Tuppe. ‘ Overtake them.’

‘I will,; said Cornelius. ‘And I’ll do it ontheindde, just to makeit more exciting.’

‘Asyou please’

‘More brakes,’ cried theking. ‘More brakes.’

‘1 don’t have any more brakes.” There was akind of thud. The kind of thud that brakes make.
When they bresk. ‘| don’t have any brakes,” said Arthur.

Annapreferred abrief chance to certain death. She climbed out of the serving window and jumped
for her life.

Right onto the bonnet of astreaking slver car.

Was that lucky or what?

The slver car shot right past Mulligan’ s Iceswith only abit of swerving, but not enough to disodge
Annafrom the bonnet. Theice-cream van just couldn’t swerve. Some silver car had cut it up on the
ingde

‘Ohhhnoooooo!” went Arthur and the king and Terence and the big green thingy. All at the same
time

And then it was KAPOW!

It was asgnificant explosion, in every sense of the word. The mushroom cloud billowed into the
sky. Those few who saw it, and there were only very few, agreed that it was a curious mushroom cloud.
So red in the middle and so white al round and about with the smoke. It was amost like abig red
laughing face surrounded by agreat white beard. A bit like...

Corndius brought the silver car to agentle standdtill. He jumped from the car and helped Anna
down.

She held up her faceto his.

They kiss.

Lovely.

‘Vom-it,” said Tuppe.

And that was dl that he said for quite along time. Because there cameto his small and exceedingly
shell-like ear arustling behind the driver’ s sest.

‘Could someone help one up here? said the voice of Her Mgesty the Queen. * One seemsto have
fdlen arse over tit’



THE AFTERWORDS

The travellers have now gone from Star Hill. They hung around for afew days, to make as much of
anuisance of themsalves asthey possbly could. But then they got the word from the BBC that they were
expected in Harlech, where aMr Doveston was organizing afestival in the grounds of the castle. So they
moved on.

Polly Gotting did not marry Prince Charles. She, like her sister, harboured a secret passion for
balding ex-musos with beer bellies and bad breath (well, anything' s possible) and she moved in with
Mickey Minns.

Thisdidn’t upset Mickey’ swife, because when the Minns got home from the gig on Star Hill, he
found a note saying that she had gone off to live in Spain, taking the contents of Minn'sMusic Minewith
her. She had apparently absconded with aMr Patel who ran the shop next door.

Ingpectre Hovis did get his knighthood, but not for solving The Crime Of The Century. He got the
one Prince Charles had promised, for his ddicate handling of that certain little matter regarding an heir to
the throne, a homoeopathist called Chunky and a Dormobile named Desire.

Crud fate, as ever conspiring against the greet detective, saw to it that he did not become Lord
Hovis of Kew. Thistitle apparently being held by agentleman called Rune. The Inspectre became Lord
Hovis of Brentford.

The Queen remained kidnapped for two long weeks. Which might appear strange, seeing as
Corne-lius had delivered her straight back to the palace. But by then it would seem that the various
big-wigs had signed so many lucrative contracts, and the world' s sympathy for the poor kidnapped
Queen had already grown so gredt, that it was considered prudent she remain kidnapped for just abit
longer. It was aso suggested that she might care to be kidnapped on ayearly basis, to further increase
her popularity.

Tuppe wasinterested to note that when the Queen wasfinally ‘liberated’, it wasfrom atraveler's
caravan on Hampstead Heath. And that the *kidnappers' turned out to be the very same fellowswho had
engaged in the skirmishes with the police outsi de Gunnersbury Park. He even thought he recognized at
least one ex Blue Peter presenter amongst their number.

The BBC hold exclusve world rights on the ‘liberation’.

Thelead singer of Gandhi’ s Hairdryer never did get to announce his retirement. After the holocaust
on Star Hill, the band split up, dueto ‘artistic differences . Some unpleasantness then occurred
re-garding the loss of all that uninsured stage equipment, the record company sued for breach of contract
and the Inland Revenue joined in the hue and cry and stung the ot of them for three years unpaid income
tax.

The lead singer now works as aguard on British Rail. HE s never been so happy. His chums at the
depot cal him* Smiley’ Calin.

The world has yet to discover the truth about the denizens of the Forbidden Zones. Certain
grey-bearded experts of the archaeological persuasion, who examined al that remained of the great hdll
(which wasn't much after the travellers had stripped it of its fixtures and fittings), declared it to be afally.
Probably the work of the Reverend Kemp. Thiswasthelocal cleric who was buried on the very top of
Star Hill, stlanding on his head, so that when Judgement Day came and the world was turned upside
down, he would be thefirst on hisfeet. Well, it had to be hisredly, didn’t it? It being upside down and
everything.

Y ou can dill vigt theruins. Theloca guide, aMr Omally, isto befound at The FHying Swan (eight
hand-drawn aes on pump, snacks available at the bar, unrestricted parking in the Edling Road). He's
there most lunch-times, and he'll be happy to show you around. For asmall remuneration, of course.

Naturally there are some loose ends that just can’t be tied up. The present whereabouts of Chief
In-spector Brian ‘Bulwer’ Lytton, for example, last seen leading an abortive police charge againgt the
travellerson Star Hill. Hisfile remains open, it reads  missing presumed esten'.

Terence Arthur Mulligan il drives acab, dthough not the one his brother’ sice—cream van
crashed into. Terence had managed to leap from that in the very nick of time. Which was lucky for him.



Asto the big green thingy in his cab and the occupants of the ice-cream van, nothing isknown. No
bodieswere recovered. It wasamost asif they’d vanished into thin air.
But what of Cornelius and Tuppe and Anna? And what of the enigmatic Mr Hugo Rune?

Cornelius Murphy now livesfor part of the year in Miami, Florida. That'swhen he' snot on his
yacht, or at one of his English country residences. He liveswith his girlfriend Anna, hisbest friend Tuppe,
and a succession of lady friendsthat the small fellow keeps bringing home after parties. They are, asthe
expression goes, of independent wedlth.

Thetal boy made hisfirgt of many millions auctioning off the automotive contents of acertain king's
private car park.

And, of course, if you happen to be the Stuff of Epics, and possess areinvented ocarina, there are
many other lucrative openingsto be found in and around L.ondon.

Asfor Hugo Rune, what can be said? There are those who suggest that, like Father Christmas, Rune
never redly existed. But there are others who swear that they have seen him water-skiing with the Sultan
of Brunei, arm-wrestling with the Pope and frequent-ing the swank offices of acertain illustrious West
London publishing house. There may possibly be some substance to the last of these supposed sightings,
asthewordisout, in literary circles, that Runeis seeking to publish hismemoirs.

If thisisindeed the case, and it probably is, then the world has not yet heard the last of Hugo Rune,
guru’ sguru, master of the arts magicka, reinventor of the ocarina and self-gppointed scourge of thefairy
folk.

There are twenty-three redly wonderful thingsin thisworld.

Hugo Rune knowsdl of them.

And then some.

THEEND



