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This first issue of Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction is ded-

icated to anyone who ever cried because they felt

sad.

Being sad is a feeling, and the stories in this mag-

azine will often be about feelings. Feelings. The way

people feel, and the way that some people don’t. If

you have ever had a feeling you will understand what

I am talking about. If you have never had a feeling

maybe the stories in this magazine will awaken one

in you. That feeling might be disgust, boredom or

ennui, but it might just as well be desire, excitement

or amity. We shall find out together.

In this first issue of TQF I am pleased to present

the first portion of my second-favourite ever novel,

Professor Challenger in Space. It is not the first time

it has seen publication, having previously seen print

as a special folderback edition, then as a paperback,

and then as a rocket ebook. But I make no apologies

for recycling the same old material – this is after all

one of three issues of TQF being produced retro-

spectively for the year of 2004, in order to bed down

the format and give us all a running start at the first

issue proper.

I could have course have pretended that these

issues had been produced at the appropriate points of

the year gone by, and thus given myself the opportu-

nity to be regarded as a great prognosticator in the

mould of Arthur C Clarke. For example, in this

Spring issue, I could predict that, against all the odds,

the European Championships this year will be won

by footballing minnows Greece. But I won’t, because

the theme of this issue is honesty – honesty and trust

– and feelings.

I have another excuse for re-using my crusty old

Professor Challenger novel, and that is that it finally

went out of print last year, and so is at the moment

only available second-hand (there are usually a

couple of copies available via Amazon.co.uk).

I will not go into too much detail here about the

aims of this magazine – that should really be saved

for the first bona fide issue – but this issue might still

be the first for someone, and to that person I say,

“Hello. This is a slightly silly magazine, full of

stories which may not be to your taste, and for that I

make no apology. The only true purpose of TQF is to

make me smile. If it makes anyone else smile (for

whatever reason), that is wonderful. Smiling and

happiness are good things, as long as they are not at

another’s expense. But I make no allowances for

you, either in my writing or in my editing of the

stories selected for publication herein.”

One might hope that the person in question has the

patience for long expository speeches, but that would

of course be to set us on the road of making the

allowances proscribed by my own exposition.

Perhaps I have been too harsh.

The Editor

Editorial
Stephen William Theaker
Editor
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‘This is astonishing,’ exclaimed McArdle, the red-

headed old news editor of the Daily Gazette. ‘Who

would ever have expected the old goat to have quite

so much gall left in him.’

‘What is it?’ I enquired, in the secure belief that I

could never be surprised by the gall of Professor

Challenger, my erstwhile colleague in certain well-

documented adventures.

‘Take a look at this.’

He showed me the copy of an item which was

apparently to appear in the next edition, the surpris-

ing text of which was as follows:

The Most Honoured and Admired 

Scientist of Our Time

PROFESSOR GEORGE EDWARD

CHALLENGER Wishes to Announce

That Following His Coronation and

Popular Acclamation He Is Now to Be

Called

KING GEORGE I 

Beneficent Ruler of Ell Ka-Mar, Its

People, and All Related Properties

‘Well, what do you make of that, Malone?’ One

eyebrow rose as if to say that Challenger had finally

and indubitably crossed the fatal line between genius

and insanity. Although in the light of such evidence

it was difficult to disagree, I bore in mind the fact

that most of Fleet Street had considered the scientist

unhinged for some time – although I knew that not to

have been the case. ‘We received this an hour ago, to

be placed in the next possible edition, and, let me

add, Professor Challenger-’

‘King George,’ I interjected with a smile.

‘Professor Challenger,’ he repeated, ‘demands that

a full page be given over to it.’

I read the announcement once again, saying, ‘It

would be unwise to judge a man of Challenger’s

quality too harshly or hurriedly.’

‘Ah, loyal to the bitter end, are you?’

‘It hardly seems bitter. If he is on the way out, at

least he seems cheerful.’

‘In Challenger’s case, that’s rare enough to imme-

diately show that something is not quite right with

him,’ answered McArdle. ‘However, you are right to

be loyal: Challenger has provided both you and the

paper with some excellent stories over the years. It

seems to me that the old boy may yet have one final

story to tell.’

I could not help a wry smile as the instincts of the

news editor came to the fore. ‘Even if it should prove

to be his epitaph?’

‘We understand each other very well,’ he

answered. ‘In all the years of Professor Challenger’s

notoriety only one journalist has entered his home

without being forcibly ejected in a matter of

seconds.’

‘Almost true,’ I pointed out. ‘I was ejected, but I

found my way back in.’

‘Uniquely! You should now return once again, and

discover the meaning of this information.’

I looked him sternly in the eye.

‘It could be dangerous, you know.’ He received

the information in good humour.

‘A bonus shall await your return.’

Professor Challenger

in Space, Part I

‘This Time He Has

Outdone Himself!’
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I laughed and looked one final time at the adver-

tisement.

‘I am sure that there is a perfectly good explana-

tion for this behaviour. Presumably some native tribe

of Africa or the South Americas that he has discov-

ered has begun to worship him, or something of the

sort. Though, admittedly, Ell Ka-Mar does not sound

familiar, and his various journeys have been

described to me in excruciating detail over the

years.’

‘Naturally that was my first thought.’

He indicated a pile of documents on the table,

clippings from scientific journals and popular news-

papers among them, as well as transcripts of the

speeches made by Challenger to various gatherings,

scientific and otherwise. Of late he had often found a

more agreeable audience outside the scientific estab-

lishment, one which aided him in the funding of

expeditions if it did nothing to stimulate his fiery

intellect.

‘The file on Challenger has been thoroughly

searched, and nowhere is there record of the name

‘Ell Ka-Mar’. Needless to say, neither is that desig-

nation to be found in any atlas or dictionary.’

‘A recent expedition, then?’

‘I’m afraid not. As far as we can establish, it has

been at least a year since last the Professor left these

isles.’

‘If he had left the country, why would he have

done so in secrecy? And if this ‘kingdom’ stems from

an earlier voyage, why has he chosen to conceal it

until now?’

‘Those are the very questions that I want you to

ask him. However, my personal feeling is that this

whole thing is a product of some whim, a middle-

aged fancy of a man who has never been one for

modesty.’

‘For all he’s done,’ I told McArdle, ‘any civilised

country would already have made him king. Perhaps

he has grown tired of waiting for the fall of the

House of Windsor and has begun to set the founda-

tions of a new abode for the nation’s sovereignty.’

‘I certainly hope so, as that would make for a most

interesting series of articles.’

‘So do you intend to publish the announcement?’

‘I don’t see why not,’ he replied. ‘Challenger has

paid in advance, and it will certainly make for more

interesting reading than the usual. Yet again the

Professor will make the Gazette the talk of London!’

McArdle returned to his office and I gathered

together the tools of my trade. I donned my hat and

overcoat and went out into the fog. Within five

minutes I was in a hansom cab on the way to Enmore

Park, Kensington, the home of England’s newest

monarch. The household had but recently returned

from the place in Rotherfield where we had experi-

enced the adventure of the Poison Belt.

I was not inclined to share the pessimism of

McArdle as regarded Professor Challenger, a gentle-

man who had partaken of many apparent insanities

over the years but who had rarely been counted

among the fools when all was said and done. If

Challenger had seen fit to pronounce himself King,

then until I was in possession of evidence to the con-

trary I would assume he had good reason to do so.

Of course, it had been a matter of some months

since last I had encountered my old friend, so I must

admit that it was with a slight – and no more than

slight, I hasten to add – feeling of trepidation that I

laid a hand upon the Challenger knocker and sig-

nalled my presence.

I saw the handle begin to move. As a precaution I

took a step back. It was not without the bounds of

possibility that Challenger had arranged some con-

traption designed with the specific aim of warding

off members of the press. Happily, the door opened

slowly to reveal the gentle form of Mrs Challenger,

and, it seemed, she was happy to find that it was I at

the door, and not some more venomous specimen of

Fleet Street fauna. And yet I felt she would have been

somewhat happier had there been no one at all at the

door, and happier still had there been no reason for

anyone to be there.

The bellowing voice of that reason bullied its way

past Mrs Challenger in order to make assault upon

my eardrums.

‘Crawl back to the cesspool that spawned such as

abominations as yourself,’ Challenger cried, ‘and

endeavour to ensure that your brother pond-swills do

not follow you in laying siege to my home! Shall it

forever be my lot as a man of science, Mrs

Challenger, to put up with these harassments? When

will old Austin be back? He knew how to deal with

these blasted ragamuffins.’

She smiled and I relaxed at this proof evident that

Professor Challenger had not strayed too far from his

norm.

‘The King must learn patience with his witless

subjects!’ I called as Mrs Challenger let me pass by.

Going through that door was akin to going into the

British Museum through the back entrance and

finding yourself among the strangest artefacts of all,

the items that had not yet been, and perhaps never

would be, classified or explained. Mrs Challenger

took my coat and hat and hung them upon what

might once have been the totem of a South American
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tribe, and I remain convinced of the fact that there

was the brooding sarcophagus of some unknown

pharaoh in an alcove of that most bizarre of entry

chambers.

‘I see that the Professor has been re-arranging the

furniture.’

Mrs Challenger sighed. I know of no woman who

has better played the role of nursemaid to unruly

genius – and it was a mere role for her, of that I was

sure, for in the course of my researches into the

Professor certain scientific papers had been

unearthed under the name of Anna Smith. The last of

Miss Smith’s well-received papers had been pub-

lished shortly before that person’s transformation

into Mrs Challenger. One who had never met her

might have believed it a case of the butterfly becom-

ing once more a caterpillar, but I say this, I never saw

her unhappy with Professor Challenger. Perhaps the

unhappiness came when the professor left on his

expeditions. At the back of her mind, I might go so

far as to suspect, there came sometimes the thought

that if she had never married him, Challenger might

have consented to the company of Miss Anna Smith

on his most perilous voyages. As it was, she was

required to keep the home fires burning, a task she

fulfilled with a measure of contentment and, possi-

bly, a touch of resignation.

‘Is his announcement to be published, then?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ I informed her. ‘A full page is to be

devoted to this astonishing news.’

‘I rather think he has outdone himself this time.’

‘It would appear so, but then that is a king’s pre-

rogative.’

‘Will there be an editorial?’

‘That depends upon McArdle. He is usually off the

mark quite quickly, but I believe that he might wait

for my verdict.’

‘And what is your diagnosis, Doctor Malone, you

Irish scandal-sheet merchant!’

Professor George Edward Challenger roared into

the room, immediately dominating it as if the very air

we breathed had been designed with him in mind. Oh

foolish deity, that created a world with any thought

of placing such a man upon it! To see him is to be at

odds with him and to hear him is to be insulted by

him in the most colourful manner. He has often been

described as a cave-man in a lounge suit, and that

rings true in more than one way. Without doubt the

Neanderthal is not a distant cousin of the Professor,

and then also, as well as resembling the men who

once lived in the cave, he is not at all dissimilar to the

cave itself. His is a yawning cavern of a personality,

a crack in the face of the mountain that is the world,

an abysmal threat to the sanity of the rational modern

man as he stares right back into your rational modern

eyes and demands the attention of your most irra-

tional ancient fears. ‘I am here!’ he cries, finding

echo in the darkest realms of your soul. ‘I am here!

Deny me if you can!’ He is the bear-cave, the warm

cave, the cave that you always needed and were

always afraid of! He was always the staunchest of

companions, and finally I found him to be the

warmest of friends, yet even I should be dismayed to

find that maelstrom of activity and restless intellect

unchained. To put it another way, Professor

Challenger was an ambush of a man. Make of that

what you please.

‘Does Irish ancestry place me outside the jurisdic-

tion of his Majesty?’ I bowed my head in mock

respect.

‘If I said it did not, your blood would doubtless

lead you into fruitless combat with me upon that

point!’

He kissed his wife and took me by the arm,

leading me into the study, a room as full of strange

and unfathomable objects as the entry chamber. The

items in this room tended to be made of yellowing

wood pulp and cloth as opposed to the other room’s

products of carved bone, stuffed animal and chiselled

rock. Many of the books in that study would doubt-

less have amazed the clerks of the British Library –

not least because a number of volumes had been

smuggled out of that august establishment in the

Professor’s trousers. Challenger called for whisky

and cigars before setting me right, as he put it.

‘Malone, my dear fellow, when the time is right,

you shall be fully informed as to the exact nature,

dimensions, &c of my little kingdom, but in the

meantime,’ – here he gave what was doubtless

intended as a conspiratorial wink, but which upon his

simian visage appeared instead as a threatening leer

– ‘you should be ashamed of yourself, for assuming

that my kingdom can be described in terms of the

mundane geography with which you are acquainted!

There is no doubt in my mind that the intelligence

and certainly the imagination of the average reporter

has long been on the decline, yet I had hoped a little

more of my companion on the journey into Maple-

White Land!’

At this point Mrs Challenger brought him a glass

of whisky and a large cigar. He gulped down half of

one and placed the other in his mouth with an irritat-

ingly smug expression upon his face.

‘Sometimes, Professor, it seems you enjoy nothing

better than to be in possession of a great secret while

being considered a madman by the better half of
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London.’

‘And which half is that?’ He deigned to remove

the magisterial cigar in order to reply. ‘The half

which resides beneath the ground, as opposed to

above it? That portion of the population, in my

humble opinion, is often the half with the most wits,

the best behaviour and the most interesting things to

say.’

‘I see that monarchy has mellowed you.’

‘By God I hope not!’ He flung his cigar on the

floor to indicate his feelings upon the matter. ‘The

fact that I have now attained high office does not

mean that my work is over – though such a reward,

of course, is much less than I am due for my various

services to the particular development of swamp

slime that it pleases us to call humanity!’

‘In the pursuit of scientific advancement there is

always work to be done-’

Challenger cut me off before I had even reached

my full flow.

‘So much is obvious, even to a journalist, I should

imagine, but at the present time more pressing work

requires attention. My kingdom…’

Challenger paused to see if he had my attention. I

humoured him, as not to do so might have involved

a cuff about the head and ejection from the premises

of the most erudite ape-man of our time.

‘Yes?’

‘My kingdom is in trouble.’

I nodded in what I endeavoured to make a sympa-

thetic manner. I fear that I was less than successful.

The professor leapt from his chair like a bear from a

trap. (If anyone should wish to argue my simile, let

me assure them that Professor Challenger was as

unlike a greyhound as it is possible to be.) He

grabbed my shirt collar and pulled my face unpleas-

antly close to his.

‘You think me deranged? Pah!’ His voice was like

a tidal wave and he held me full in its course. I strug-

gled to prevaricate.

‘Perhaps if I had some idea of the location of Ell

Ka-Zar..?’

He pushed me back into the chair with an expres-

sion of disgust and returned to his original position.

The whisky glass was again lifted to his lips and this

time it was completely drained.

‘I am of the honest and frank belief that the con-

struction of the first domestic building sounded the

death-knell of our species! Once able to surround

himself with apparently solid and comforting walls,

Man did his utmost to banish the world of the exte-

rior from his thoughts. It was the death of courage, of

that species of imagination which led people to make

plans for the difficult times and confront them as an

immovable force, and the birth of the craven fear of

the unknown that paralyses modern man whenever

he is exposed to anything and anyone that is in the

least bit surprising!’

I waited for him to proceed to more relevant sub-

jects, and after a number of minutes spent berating

me for both my failings and those of all other modern

men (the sovereign Challenger naturally being

excused from the charges) he returned to the subject

of his kingdom.

‘The name of the place, as you would know if

proper attention had been paid to my communica-

tion, is Ell Ka-Mar, and where you err, Mr Malone,

is in assuming my kingdom to be of the earthly

variety!’

Though I made every attempt to conceal it, some-

thing within me gave way. It seemed that the worst

was true, and that Challenger, Professor George

Edward Challenger, that name recited as a mantra by

journalists when they wanted to crack the head of a

charlatan or unpick the stuffed shirt of an obdurate

establishment man, had finally broke.

‘Professor Challenger,’ I said, trying to affect the

old heartiness, ‘a heavenly kingdom is the reward of

all good men. Do you mean to say that you have

received your part of it in advance of the final

curtain?’

He smiled a wicked smile and got to his feet. I

have never known a man so happy to follow his own

route, regardless of how infrequently it has previ-

ously been trod. I, who have made more than one

unusual journey with him, have often thought that he

would prefer always to travel alone, were it not for

the fact that it was often convenient to have both wit-

nesses and pack-carriers at hand.

‘You are entirely correct,’ he said with a clench of

one meaty fist, ‘in what you say if not in your assess-

ment of an old colleague who believed himself to

have earned your trust and respect.’

He uncurled his fist and held it out to me.

‘Come along, Malone. My kingdom is indeed of

the heavenly sort, and if you step with me into the

garden I shall reveal to you the means by which one

may attain it.’

What could I have done? Fearing somewhat for

my life if I accompanied him, and fearing for it more

if I did not (for if Challenger did not do for me it was

certain that McArdle would), I took Challenger’s

hand and went with him into the garden.
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How can I begin to describe the object that con-

fronted my eyes in the garden? The first sensory

information that I managed to digest informed me

that it was large – of a size to fill the best part of what

was quite a large garden. It was roughly cylindrical,

the end to my left (which I assumed to be the front

end of the apparatus) tapering to a point. It was

apparently built from a mixture of metals and wood.

Along the side which faced me was a large fin,

growing from left to right, and I later learned that an

identical fin ran along the opposite side.

‘What is it?’ As I made the enquiry I struggled to

take in more details.

The end which I choose to describe as the back

was not in my view, and I walked round to examine

it as Professor Challenger began to discourse upon

the object.

‘This, my dear Malone, is, as I believe to have

made perfectly clear, the means by which one can

attain the kingdom of Ell Ka-Mar! Is further expla-

nation necessary? Even a journalist cannot be so

dense as to require additional elucidation!’

‘I fear that I am so dense, and quite possibly

denser still,’ I admitted, ‘for I am still in the dark as to

the nature of this mechanism.’

The back of the ship, or the base of the cylinder,

revealed itself to have three large holes, though I

could not make out what lay beyond them.

‘Is it some engine of war, an impregnable vehicle

to take upon the battlefield? With such a mechanism

you could win any kingdom.’

I was not convinced that such was the case, and

Challenger only confirmed my opinion.

‘Did I not say that my kingdom is not earthly?’ He

took a few steps towards the machine. ‘Perhaps you

are of the opinion, Malone, that through creating

such an engine of war to serve the English monarch

some God has seen fit to award me a heavenly

kingdom? Which God would that be? Thor? Ares?

Or perhaps that fellow from the Old Testament?

Come now, young man! You will have to do better

than that! For one thing, has the matter of the disin-

tegration machine slipped your insufficient mind?’

‘Of course not,’ I said indignantly, because – need

I say? – it had, temporarily. ‘Poor Mr Nemor. Is he

still..?’

‘Yes,’ answered the Professor brightly, ‘he is

still… as you so delicately put it. Or as I might put

it, he remains in a state of permanent disassembly!

Ha ha! Though I might occasionally have recourse to

a reliable rifle, or even a sturdy battle-axe, I have no

truck with the invention of engines of war! Would

that all wars were still conducted with fist and foot!’

‘Such an arrangement would doubtless be to your

benefit,’ I observed, ‘in view of your impressive

physique.’

‘You are too kind, Malone.’ The look on his face

was less than grateful.

He gave the mechanism a hearty slap on the side,

and it let out a mighty boom. His construction was

plainly hollow. ‘Now listen to me,’ he ordered.

‘When I said that my kingdom was heavenly, I meant

it!’ He pointed upwards and I looked in that direc-

tion. It was a foggy day, as I have already indicated,

and this meant that my gaze was blocked by a thick

and dark ceiling. However, for one solitary moment,

the fog dissipated and the clouds above that cleared,

and I found myself looking at blue sky.

I turned to Challenger, who stood with one hand

upon the contraption as another man might pose with

a prize bullock or a family. I opened my mouth

slowly, and allowed the words to form in their own

time.

‘Does it fly?’

Professor Challenger let out a mighty cry.

‘Hurrah! The boy has finally got it! Now at last we

shall begin to move along at a decent rate of knots.’

‘It does fly!’

‘Not a step forward, yet neither is it a step back!

But hurry, time is of the essence. The starter must be

quickly finished, as the main course is yet to come!’

‘A flying machine!’

‘Yes, yes.’ Challenger had begun to show distinct

signs of irritation and I apologised.

‘You must understand how incredible this is to me,

how incredible it will be to everyone!’

Professor Challenger nodded gravely, though I

could see that he was struggling to contain his impa-

A Most Audacious

Mechanism
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tience.

I ran forward and threw my arms around his stout

torso. ‘Professor, you are not insane! I understand

everything now!’

With a slight movement of his shoulders he

shrugged me away. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘write it all

down before you forget.’

‘No, I see it all. With this flying machine-’

He interrupted me, saying, ‘I call her the Rocket.’

‘The Rocket ! With this flying rocket you have

conquered the kingdom of the air! Which, I presume,

you have ventured to name Ell Ka-Mar. Let me

inform you most sincerely, Professor Challenger, the

fact that you remain sane is of the greatest moment

to both Edward Malone and the readers of the

Gazette.’

Challenger could hold himself back no longer.

With all the force at the disposal of those mighty

lungs he bellowed, ‘Get in! At once! And stop jab-

bering like some idiot politician!’ He took hold of a

handle which had previously gone unnoticed, at least

by this ever-observant correspondent, and wrenched

open a door. He put his arms around my body, in

grotesque imitation of the affection with which I had

earlier embraced him, and bundled me into the

stygian darkness of the vessel’s interior.

‘Professor Challenger! I must protest your treat-

ment of my person!’

There was no reply, and as I attempted to escape

from my supine position I saw what little light

entered through the door blocked out by a huge and

monstrous form. Professor Challenger slammed the

door shut behind him – the reverberations through

the vehicle’s structure made my teeth rattle – and I

heard movement towards what I shall term the ‘nose’

of the vessel.

Abruptly, the lights were on.

I found myself in a tangle of machinery, a

spider’s-web of pipes and tubes wrapping around me

as if to choke the life out of the human foolish

enough to have fallen into their grasp. I was dead and

buried in an iron coffin. The engine held me and I

would not – dare not – escape, for in doing so I

would only encounter its likeness in every factory,

every mill, every pocket watch and every pair of

steel-rimmed spectacles. The floor began to shake;

though I outdid it in trembling. I felt the power build-

ing and I felt my own drain away. I had fallen into its

lair, its place of power, and there…

And there was Challenger.

He was looking at me with the strangest expres-

sion. ‘Tell me, Malone, do you suffer from the fear of

enclosed spaces, known to the so-called savants as

claustrophobia?’

I desired to regain my dignity, but for the moment

I had considerable trouble finding my voice.

‘Ah, no,’ I answered, stumbling over those diffi-

cult syllables.

Challenger frowned with disappointment, then

turned his back on me. ‘A pity,’ he said, ‘as the next

hour would have provided me with the opportunity

for a most rigorous and intensified case study of said

condition.’ He appeared to be fiddling with some

controls, though I could not possibly have attributed

any purpose to them at that point in time.

Suddenly I felt much better. However unusual

might be the situation and vessel in which I found

myself, it was under the control of a man. Do not

demand that I justify how I felt. There are times

when we react to events at a level more fundamental

than that of mere rationality. Perhaps for one moment

I reverted to the cave-man of the type my fathers

once were, and it saved me to see a fellow cave-man

at the controls.

The machinery, the pipes and the tubes, and the

very walls themselves, retreated from my new-found

self-control, and I began to get to my feet.

‘Challenger, you presume too-’

I fell over. The floor of the Rocket seemed

somehow unsteady. Challenger looked back over his

shoulder and let loose a hurricane of laughter. ‘Still

looking for your air-legs, eh, Malone? Better be

quick; you’re going to need them!’

I tried again, and this time managed to steady

myself against a fearsome-looking array of cogs and

flashing lights. I peered at the lights, attempting to

make a determination of their provenance, but

injured pride soon returned me to my primary task.

‘Professor Challenger, I demand an explanation!

You presume too much of our long-standing and pos-

sibly soon-to-be-ended friendship. Kidnapping is

somewhat beyond the pale, even for you. And I insist

that you keep this contraption on the ground until one

is provided!’

‘Oh, I presume, do I!’ he laughed, like a house

being torn from the ground. ‘And a kidnapping is to

be provided?’ I scowled; he knew what I meant.

‘Malone, prepare yourself for some news. Are you

ready?’

I straightened my tie and re-tucked my shirt. ‘I am

ready.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Enough, Challenger – I had but a moment of

weakness. I am a newsman, now give me the news!’

‘We are in the air!’

‘We are-’
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‘We are flying!’

‘Ah! Of course we are!’

‘What a scoop for the Daily Gazette!’

He was right of course, and the most basic aspect

of my personality began to reassert itself. I am a jour-

nalist, and if one day I am required to report on

Armageddon, after a moment of readjustment I shall

do so, though there be no office left in which to file

the article. It was time to stop boggling and time to

start collecting the facts regarding this most extraor-

dinary machine.

I made to question Challenger on the subject, but

he was more close-mouthed than ever, saying

nothing but that soon all would be revealed. That

much more remained to be revealed made me stagger

a little, though it was typical of him to retain infor-

mation until the potential force of its impact had

reached an optimum level.

As nothing more was apparently to be gained from

the inventor, I essayed to fathom the secrets of the

invention. I was wholly unsuccessful. Perhaps

Professor Summerlee, our sceptical colleague in pre-

vious adventures, might have made some sense of

the mess of panels and pipes – I suspect that even

Lord John Roxton would have discerned more than

myself – but for the moment I had to content myself

with the knowledge that Challenger was apparently

at the controls and that we were apparently in the air.

I could have verified the latter by opening the door

by which we had gained entry to the machine, but I

elected against this course of action, for fear that the

means of egress might fulfil its purpose rather too

eagerly at this dangerous height. There is a similar

problem upon fast-moving trains. The only thing to

catch my attention was the fact that the holes visible

from the rear of the craft were not to be seen from the

interior. A wooden wall, littered with the usual

mechanical odds and ends (I call them that, though

presumably in the scheme of the Rocket they had

some part to play) separated us from those strange

openings.

At length I sat back down on the floor. Nothing

could be gained in this situation except a little rest,

and I wondered if my shaken nerves would even

allow me that much.

True to form, when Challenger realised that I had

given up he provided me with further mystification.

‘Stand up,’ he began, and I followed his instruc-

tion. ‘Now you see that panel to the left… No, the

other panel, you foolish fellow. Yes, that one. Now

pull the first lever from the left and take a look at the

far end of the room.’

I had done as he said and before my eyes a portion

of the wooden wall slid back to reveal a cubby-hole

of sorts. There was a washing bowl, taps and a toilet,

and I looked back at Challenger in wonder.

‘This is astonishing.’ He seemed unimpressed

with my observation.

‘The journalist is flying through the air at a good

many number of miles per hour, and he is impressed

by a toilet! I did not intend to shake you up to quite

such a degree. Steel yourself for further marvels,

then, as if you pull the next four levers of that panel,

different sections of the wall will reveal in turn a

hammock, a range of nutritious and tasty foods (pre-

pared at my behest before your arrival by my good

lady wife), a medical kit and a decanter of whisky

with four matching glasses.’

‘What is revealed by the sixth lever?’

‘I see that your usual inquisitiveness begins to

return. Whether that is a good thing remains to be

decided! The sixth lever will reveal something of the

greatest import, and I shall decide when that should

occur.’

‘Did you mention four glasses?’

‘I believe that four was the figure mentioned. Now

be so good as to make use of the bathroom facilities.

We are soon to rendez-vous with that man on whose

opinion you once placed so much worth as to collab-

orate in making him – in the eyes of the public, at

least – the judge of my integrity.’

‘Professor Summerlee?’

‘One and the same, though I shall be the last to

complain if he has changed.’

‘But he is in South America!’

‘That is correct, Mr Malone. Now kindly prepare

yourself, as we are due to meet him in’ – he consulted

a set of revolving wheels on the console to his right

– ‘approximately five minutes.’

I gave up trying to understand and did as I had

been told.
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Mr Summerlee, Professor of Comparative Anatomy,

was at that moment lying behind an upturned rowing

boat and attempting to avoid the worryingly well-

aimed arrows of the Sh’Amon tribe of darkest Peru.

Unfortunately for he and Mr Herando, the last sur-

viving members of the expedition, they had not even

the protection of darkness, as the only light in the

jungle came from above the river at their backs,

where the trees and plants had been gracious enough

to leave a small clearing in the green roof that kept

everywhere else in bizarrely-coloured twilight.

‘We are experiencing proof positive,’ he told his

companion, ‘that the eyesight of this tribe has singu-

larly failed to atrophy.’ He paused to consider the

matter as another arrow whistled mere inches over

his head. ‘Of course, there remains the possibility

that other senses have developed to a higher level to

compensate.’ Another arrow passed over, sliding off

the top of his beige tropical hat. ‘Hearing, for

example.’

Mr Herando seems unusually quiet, he thought to

himself, for a man of his notably strong opinions

where the biological mechanisms of the South

American jungle are concerned. Twisting his head to

the left, he noted with sadness that the baritone voice

of Mr Herando would never again rumble through

the humid corridors of the University of Buenos

Aires. An arrow had pierced him though the eye.

Summerlee examined the feathered flight of the

arrow with interest. ‘Really,’ he said out loud, ‘this

shall have the most interesting consequences for the

study of the South American pygmy!’

The sound of his voice evidently aided his

assailants in finding their range, as the next arrow

pierced the pith helmet and carried it off into the

river behind him. Summerlee did his best to burrow

down into the mud, but as a virtual rain of arrows

began to fall around him, he was forced to recognise

that this might very well be the end. He had consid-

ered actually crawling under the boat, but it was

obvious that to do so would remove all inhibitions of

the Sh’Amon, leaving him trapped like a beetle

under a chamber pot, whereas at present they pre-

ferred to keep their distance, just in case the

Englishman revealed himself, under closer examina-

tion, to be in possession of certain death-dealing

objects of which they were in great awe.

Unfortunately for Professor Summerlee, he was in

possession of no such objects, due to their having

been kept in the pack carried by the hired hand

Santos, who had been the first man to succumb to the

less than tender attentions of the pygmies. He had

fallen into the river with an arrow through his heart

and sweet Amazon had borne him away.

If only, thought Summerlee, I had some means to

convey my findings to my colleagues in England.

Challenger himself would be forced to admit that I

had made quite a find!

But at that moment, as my esteemed companion

prepared somewhat prematurely for death (Naples

was still some way off) he found himself cast into

darkness. A more suggestible man might have sus-

pected that Indian magic was at work, but Professor

Summerlee took the more commonsense view that

one of the arrows had finally found its target.

Oh well, he thought, here I go.

Within a second the darkness was answered by the

screams of the Sh’Amon pygmies, doubtless in jubi-

lation at the death of one they considered their

enemy, thought he.

The deductions he made from this thought were

twofold. Firstly, that as he did in no wise believe in

the continuation of the mind after the death of the

body, the body must still be alive. And secondly, that

if he was still alive, the darkness of his surroundings

must come from a source other than the failing of his

own light, so to speak.

From the screams he could hear, the pygmies were

dashing in the opposite direction as quickly as their

legs could take them. Their eyes, he believed, were

probably more attuned to the darkness than his own.

What natural cause could effect such darkness? A

thundercloud? An erupting volcano? Or had some

mighty dinosaur somehow escaped from Maple-

White Land? He turned onto his back, visions of

flashing teeth and claws running through his mind.

It was none of these things, and yet it did seem

alive, spewing steam as it dived towards the river

like some terrible iron dragon.

At least, so Summerlee told me, once we had

taken him on board.

Once the Rocket had passed below the level of the

jungle roof the sunlight was able to pass once more

through the gap, and it found a most worthy subject

A Surprise Visit
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of its illumination in Professor Challenger’s astound-

ing machine.

Summerlee cried out, ‘It is beautiful!’ He got to

his feet and tried to clean off the muck in anticipation

of being greeted by a gentleman. ‘I was able at once,’

he later told me, ‘to distinguish the fine work of our

English foundries.’ Sadly he was to be disappointed

in one respect, as after the Rocket came to rest upon

the bank of the river (squashing a number of trees as

it did so, which bent as if matchsticks under its

weight) the door opened to reveal none other than his

old rival Professor Challenger.

I fear this came as quite a blow to Professor

Summerlee, but he took it on the chin and moved

forward to shake Challenger’s hand.

‘Professor Challenger,’ he began, ‘I have made the

most remarkable discoveries in the sphere of tribal

development.’

‘So I see,’ replied Challenger, examining the

remains of the expedition.

Summerlee pursed his lips, then proceeded. ‘I had

feared for my success in bringing this information

back to England, and…’ He trailed off.

Challenger prompted him. ‘Yes?’

In the face of opposition Summerlee’s strength

returned. ‘I am pleasantly surprised to find that I

shall, in fact, be able to do so.’

Challenger’s face had begun to turn a deep shade

of red, and as I exited from the vessel my concern

grew that he might finish the job that the pygmies

had abandoned.

‘For crying out loud,’ I told Summerlee, ‘ask him

about his precious rocket!’

‘Your arrival was most propitious,’ said the

worthy professor after a minuscule pause, ‘and I

confess to some scientific interest as to how it was

effected.’

That was as far as he would go, but Challenger

clearly regarded it as a victory. With a smile he said,

‘Summerlee, you shall be told everything when the

time is right! However, firstly I wish to add Lord

John Roxton to our party.’

Before we left Peru, Challenger led us in clearing

up the destruction left by the pygmy attack. The

rowing-boat was turned right way up, and

Summerlee and I were assigned to lifting the bodies

of the dead into it. One time while Challenger was

back inside the vessel, Summerlee leant over to me

and whispered, ‘The confounded man is worse than

ever!’

‘Are you afraid to say it aloud?’ asked I mischie-

vously.

He dropped Mr Herando’s feet in the mud and

raised himself to his full height.

‘How dare you say that! I am afraid of no man!

And if I was’ – at this point he began to yell – ‘that

man would not be the infernal Challenger! I demand

satisfaction, Malone.’

‘And you shall have it,’ I replied with evident con-

trition, ‘but for now Mr Herando requires your atten-

tion. Do you accept my full and sorrowful apology?’

‘I do,’ answered Summerlee as he picked up the

feet of his former travelling companion. ‘Farewell,

Mr Herando.’ On a count of three we tossed the

Argentinian into the boat. We went back to pick up

another of the dead. ‘And in view of the fact that you

have seen fit to retract your shameful accusation, I

shall admit that while I feel no fear, I would be

unhappy should Challenger,with his infamous

temper, decide to leave me behind.’

‘You would have a wonderful chance to study the

pygmies should he do so.’

‘That is quite true,’ he concurred. We had finished

with the dead, and were now collecting numerous

specimens of Sh’Amon technology. He picked up a

particularly fierce-looking arrow, the head of which

was a furious explosion of iron barbs. ‘And yet, I

believe that for the moment I shall be content to con-

sider what I have already learnt of them.’

‘No time for that!’ bellowed Challenger as he

emerged from the Rocket. ‘Adventure awaits us!’

‘I feared as much,’ said Summerlee. Then to me,

‘It is not my imagination – he is definitely worse.’

‘You must make allowances. He is a king now,

you know, or at least so he tells us.’

Professor Summerlee’s reaction does not require

description.

Finally Challenger brought a pair of thick ropes

out from the Rocket (where he kept them hidden I do

not know) and had us tie one to each end of the boat.

For his part, he tied the other ends of the rope to the

nose and the back of the Rocket. Then he ushered us

inside and we lifted off, carrying the boat as a ghastly

gondola beneath us. I wonder what the pygmies

made of this bizarre sight. In my nightmares I dream

of them worshipping an idol of Challenger and his

ship. If that really occurred, let us hope the unholy

religion does not spread.
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The grisly rowing boat had been deposited in Buenos

Aires and the Rocket had returned to the Challenger

residence, stopping en route in Kenya to pick up

Lord John Roxton, who had been waging a guerilla

war against certain unprincipled big game hunters.

Though initially he loosed a few rounds upon seeing

us in the distance – we all have nightmares of the

pterodactyls of Maple-White Land – he was soon

gathered unto our collective bosom. He behaved with

his usual aplomb upon seeing us emerge from the

ship, and he was more than pleased to hear the

promise of adventure to come.

Mrs Challenger welcomed us home with a fine

spread of food upon the dinner table, and all thought

of discussion was banished for the moment as we

luxuriated in the finest tastes and smells that all

England has to offer. Mrs Challenger made a few

polite enquiries of Lord John and Professor

Summerlee regarding their respective adventures,

but their replies were necessarily quite perfunctory,

and the good lady took this not as impoliteness, but

as testament to the quality of her kitchen.

After the meal the four of us gathered in the study

– a number of volumes had to be transferred upstairs

to create enough room – and settled in our uphol-

stered chairs with whisky and cigars. All told, it had

been less than five hours since last I had sat there

with Challenger.

At first we discussed old times, patted each other

on the back over adventures, ribbed each other mer-

cilessly over misadventures, and generally waited for

Professor Challenger to decide it was time to give us

an explanation. However, he chose to keep his own

counsel until shortly after six thirty, at which time the

evening edition of the Gazette arrived. Mrs

Challenger brought it in to us.

‘I thought that you might like to see this,’ she said

to her husband. She passed him the folded newspa-

per then retreated, obviously in fear of an explosion

of the type often seen in that household. As she left,

she whispered to me, ‘No editorial, indeed!’

For the five seconds that it took Challenger to

unfold the newspaper, three of the men in that room

did not breath. Indeed, as a precautionary measure

Lord Roxton removed the whisky decanter from

Challenger’s reach. I looked at Lord John, he looked

at me, and Summerlee looked Challenger dead in the

eye as the newspaper was straightened.

Finally, Challenger broke eye contact with

Summerlee and regarded the front page.

Then he laughed, and the atmosphere cleared. We

all smiled. ‘Who would have thought McArdle

would run quite so far with the story! And with his

finest bloodhound still out on the trail!’ In a matter of

seconds he had read the story and he passed it over

to me.

Not possessing Challenger’s facility with the

printed word it took me a little longer than him to

read the article, but it read as follows:

CHALLENGER THE LUNATIC?

Editorial by McArdle, News Editor

Shocking as it may seem to those who have

always regarded him as one of the finest minds

of our generation, and unsurprising as it may

be for those who have always thought him the

most dangerous type of madman, this paper,

despite a long-standing and fruitful relation-

ship with Professor George Edward

Challenger, famed explorer of Maple-White

Land and one of the few men who managed to

avoid the general fate as the planet passed

through the poison belt (though even to this

day there are those who dispute the credibility

of these events, despite all evidence to the con-

trary), is duty-bound to report that said indi-

vidual appears to have finally gone the way of

many of the greatest minds of our age. He

claims to be the King of Ell Ka-Mar, and while

this paper takes no position on the validity or

otherwise of this claim, it must point out that

this ‘kingdom’ is not be found on any map, in

any atlas or in any dictionary. Professor

Challenger’s extraordinary announcement is

to be found on the third page of this very

newspaper. ‘The strain of living and working

on the very frontier of scientific advance-

Farewells to Mrs

Challenger
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ment,’ said the noted brain specialist,

Professor Quigg …

There was a good deal more of the same. In fact, it

appeared that a major proportion of the newspaper

had been devoted to the story.

‘Well,’ I said to the topic of discussion as I passed

the Gazette onto Lord John, ‘what do you make of

that, Professor Challenger? I must say that to find

myself so described in a national newspaper would

hardly cause me amusement.’

‘What do I think of it, Malone?’ He gulped down

his whisky, giving me opportunity to notice that his

face was of a colour which would normally have

occasioned a modicum of alarm in me. Thankfully,

for once the redness was the result of hilarity rather

than ferocity. ‘I think the title unusually apt. I think

that it has been some time since McArdle last wrote

a leader article – he would never have allowed any

other journalist to ramble so. Finally, I think it is

amusing to see them so ready to write me off! It

shows that I have disturbed them to a most agreeable

level in the past!’

Lord John had digested the article and examined

Challenger’s announcement before speaking. Now

he handed the newspaper to Professor Summerlee.

‘I must say, old boy, you are taking all this extraor-

dinarily well. So is the advertisement a joke or what?

Own up, there’s a good fellow!’

‘I own up to the fact that the advertisement itself

was something of a ruse, as I knew it would get

Malone down here faster than a Frenchman heading

for a romantic tryst, or an Italian fighting a duel.’

‘So it is a joke,’ said Summerlee. Although he did

not think it was, that did not stop him hoping.

Challenger had already made too many discoveries

for one day, in his opinion. ‘You just wanted to get

Malone down here sharpish to take a ride in your

mechanical Pegasus.’

‘I am afraid not,’ said Challenger with sincerity.

‘Ell Ka-Mar is absolutely real, and we shall travel

there in the morning.’

The rest of us looked at each other and shrugged

our shoulders. For the moment there was little we

could do but play along with his game.

Once each of us had finished his cigar we hailed

two hansom cabs and went back to our respective

lodgings. I imagine that quite any other inhabitants

of the homes of Summerlee or Roxton were more

than surprised to find returned men who that very

morning had been in Peru and Kenya respectively. It

is fervently to be hoped that Mrs Summerlee and

Lady Roxton – if such personages existed, as neither

man was wont to talking about his domestic life –

were not engaged in dalliances with their gardeners

when the husbands returned.

The two other men shared one cab, as they were

heading in the same direction. I took the other, and

though originally fatigue led me to bid the driver take

me home, within a few minutes duty bade me instead

travel to the offices of the Gazette. Upon my arrival

I was pounced on by McArdle and several of the

paper’s other luminaries, but I was forced to follow

Challenger’s example in requiring them to wait for

the explanation (or as much of it as I was able to give

them). Much piqued by my mention of the fact that

on the morrow I was to make a most unusual journey,

it was all I could do to prevent them reading the

article describing the day’s astonishing events over

my shoulder as I wrote it. In fact, I swear that once,

having an uncanny feeling of being watched, I turned

to see McArdle at the top of a convenient flight of

stairs trying to read my work with the aid of a pair of

binoculars!

My report finally complete, I threw it to the

wolves and found myself an empty room. I was lying

on a couch with the door locked before the baying

began. I ignored it and attempted to snatch as many

winks as were possible under the circumstances. The

noise outside the door died down once they realised

that I would not be stirred, but as they moved away I

heard arguments begin to spring up as they fought

over the significance of my article.

When dawn broke through the disreputable grimy
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windows of the office I awoke immediately. In all

truth, I had not slept well, with thoughts of what was

to follow. In view of the possibly fatal consequences

of an extended adventure with Professor Challenger

my first action upon waking was to write a short will,

leaving the contents of my desk to McArdle, the

copyright of my books to my mother (each of them

so far had met with reasonable, though not outstand-

ing, success; I had yet to try my hand at fiction), and

what money I had in the bank to Mrs Challenger, as

I suspected that Challenger himself had probably

spent every penny he had on his beloved rocket-ship.

Little was I to know that the following day, my will

would be held up as proof – on the front page of the

Gazette, no less – that I had gone to my certain death

on a suicide mission. Luckily, my mother has more

sense than to believe everything she reads, however

sensational.

My second action was to unlock the door and then

rush to the bathroom – a wake of eager reporters

formed behind me as I passed through the office. ‘No

comment,’ I said as I went to wash my face. One

person did ask a pertinent question for which I had an

answer, concerning the fact that Challenger’s wonder

ship had never been spotted by the populace of

London. ‘When you walk through London, even on

the rare occasions that the fog clears, do you not take

a great deal of care as to where you put your feet?’

After confirming with McArdle that I was going

on a journey with Challenger and getting confirma-

tion from same that I would be paid for the time I

was away, I grabbed my coat and hat from the room

where I had slept and set off once more to

Challenger’s house.

It was actually Professor Summerlee who opened

the door for me. As I stepped into the house and

walked through to the study I saw Mrs Challenger

deep in discussion with Lord John Roxton in an ante-

room full of dust-covered documents. She noticed

my looking and gave me a wave, turning my face

crimson with the thought that my gaze might well

have been thought accusatory.

‘Come into the study, Malone,’ ordered

Summerlee. ‘Challenger is in the garden with his

blessed rocket. Everything is all set – he wants us to

be off before the press is here in force. We have heard

from the Gazette that your article is expected to well

and truly set the cat among the pigeons!’

‘That’s true,’ said Lord John, coming up behind

us. We remained on our feet because our usual chairs

had been removed from the study. ‘Challenger’s

already had one telegram from the Prime Minister

and three from the Minister of Defence! They want

us to stop everything while they take a look at his

flying boat.’

I laughed. ‘I can imagine Challenger’s reaction!’

Summerlee became grave. ‘His reaction was as

one might have expected – had the Prime Minister

himself been there he would surely have received the

kick delivered in the actual event to the telegram boy.

However, the matter may be more serious than

expected. This morning I heard a rumour from a

member of my club that the Defence Minister might

even go so far as to send the army down here to grab

the thing.’

‘Hence the rush to get going.’

‘Exactly,’ said Summerlee. ‘If you have yet to eat

breakfast-’ I indicated that such a luxurious interlude

had yet to open up in my schedule. ‘Mrs Challenger

has some bacon and eggs ready in the kitchen. Then

clean yourself up’ – I was not aware that I was so

rumpled as his tone indicated – ‘and be ready to lift

by seven.’

I nodded and followed his orders with no small

enthusiasm, at least as far as breakfast was con-

cerned. The food provided by Mrs Challenger was of

the usual wonderful quality, tasting exquisite enough

to satisfy the most committed gourmand and being

filling enough to prepare the boldest adventurer. I do

not lay claim to those titles personally, but Professor

Challenger and Lord John Roxton would be justified

in doing so, and they seemed to be fully prepared for

the wildest adventures that might befall us.

By seven I was in the Rocket. Professor

Challenger had made use of the hours since dawn to

secure our four upholstered chairs inside the vessel.

‘A capital idea,’ I declared, and Challenger graced

me with a smile.

‘I thought that the place could use a little comfort

after I saw you down on the floor the other day.’

‘It was fully as uncomfortable as it looked. These

chairs shall be a boon to all who travel in the good

ship Rocket !’

‘That is more true than you might have thought,’

said Challenger with a crafty wink. ‘The next

journey of this bird will last a little longer than its

last.’

‘I hardly think so!’ My error in contradicting him

was proven by the traditional reddening of his face.

Undeterred, I soldiered on. ‘On our last voyage, we

travelled to Peru and back, stopping off at Argentina

and Kenya on the way. It took less than five hours. I

cannot conceive of a voyage that could possibly be

appreciably longer!’

‘That is correct,’ he thundered. The floor of the

rocket-ship trembled in sympathy. ‘You cannot con-
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ceive of such a voyage. Indeed, you can conceive of

nothing! That, Malone, is why you are a reporter!

You cannot conceive for yourself, and so you report

upon the conceptions of others!’

I exited sheepishly from the ship, and found

Summerlee, Roxton and Mrs Challenger waiting

outside. Summerlee was sitting on a hamper of

freshly prepared concoctions from the Challenger

kitchen, while Roxton and Mrs Challenger were once

again deep in conversation. As Summerlee was evi-

dently out of earshot of their low voices he made a

conspicuous show of ignoring them. I made a mental

shrug, and addressed the whole party.

‘Professor Challenger appears to be ready.’

‘Well, this is it, then,’ said Mrs Challenger sadly,

half-turning to me. ‘Off you go again.’

Roxton made eye contact with her once again, but

broke it embarrassedly when he realised that

Summerlee and I were also watching. ‘Off we go,’ he

said to her, flushing under his collar. He entered the

ship, taking pains to avoid our curious eyes.

‘Goodbye to you both,’ said Mrs Challenger to the

two of us that remained. ‘Good luck on your journey,

and remember that it may prove to be more danger-

ous than my husband suspects. Caution is not his

strong point, and at times you may need to provide it

for him.’

‘Despite his most fearsome roars,’ answered

Summerlee, ‘I shall endeavour to follow your wise

counsel. Farewell, Lady Challenger!’

‘No Lady I,’ she laughed, ‘but merely a humble

queen.’

Summerlee paused for a second and lifted his ear

to the wind. ‘Do you hear that?’

I confessed that I did not.

‘I shall inform Challenger that it is time to depart.’

He followed Lord John.

‘Farewell, then,’ I said to Mrs Challenger. She was

about to reply when the wind brought to both of ears

the sound of a multitude of horses clattering their

way along the roads in our direction. A further few

seconds and we could here the shouts as infantry men

were brought forward to cover the front of the house.

‘Goodness me,’ said Mrs Challenger with irrita-

tion, ‘do they expect George to fly his rocket out of

the front door!’ There was the sound of knocking at

the door, and a loud voice began to make itself heard

over the noise of the soldiers and horses. I presume it

was a bailiff of some kind, come to detain the Rocket

at His Majesty’s pleasure. ‘I suppose I should go and

ready some cakes and tea for them. They will be so

disappointed to find that the bird has flown.’

‘Goodbye, Mrs Challenger.’

‘Wait, there is one more thing.’ I confess to my

readers that I felt slightly ill at ease, worried that

some confession regarding Lord John was in the

offing. She reached into a concealed pocket and took

out a ring. The band itself was thin and narrow,

though it was made to fit an enormous finger. No

stone was mounted upon its diameter, but instead a

strange set of intertwining metal spirals, like a

minuscule brooch. ‘Please give this to my husband.’

I agreed and moved towards the ship.

She called after me. ‘Give my love to Professor

Challenger.’ I assured her that I would, and then I

was once more within Challenger’s flying womb.

Summerlee and Roxton had already taken their seats

and I followed suit.

Challenger looked back at us. ‘Prepare for lift-

off!’ he shouted, and then we were on our way. The

journey into adventure had begun!
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‘Gentlemen,’ announced Challenger, ‘we are on our

way to the Moon!’

If any other man had made such an announcement,

we would have laughed.

‘Jolly good,’ said Lord John Roxton. ‘Luckily

we’ve brought plenty of sandwiches.’

Professor Summerlee appeared to be equally

unshaken. ‘Shall I have the opportunity to exercise

my skills in comparative anatomy once we arrive?’

‘Well!’ said I. I may not have laughed, but I was

certainly surprised.

Professor Challenger seemed rather disappointed

that the reaction to his statement had been so muted.

‘For goodness’ sake, you fellows, we’re not talking

about a walk in the woods!’ He had come away from

the controls – apparently the course had been set –

and had turned his upholstered chair to face our

three. He reclined as far as he was able and eyed us

suspiciously. ‘Did you sneak into my laboratory and

consult my notes?’

‘I did nothing of the sort,’ said Lord John.

‘Professor, if you produce a dozen marvels a day the

twelfth will always receive less rapturous applause

than the first. You must learn to pace yourself.’

‘And besides,’ continued Summerlee, ‘your good

lady wife saw fit to inform us of the fact this

morning. She thought it unfair that we should be

taken off to the Moon without having any say in the

matter.’

‘Well, this is a fine conspiracy! What about you,

Malone, were you with the plotters?’

Summerlee answered for me. ‘He was not. Mrs

Challenger was persuaded that the reactions of the

journalist should be honest and natural.’

‘Her desire was not to deprive you of your enjoy-

ment.’

‘Even so,’ said Challenger, still far from placated.

‘King George,’ I declared, ‘consider my surprise

to stand for the surprise of my co-travellers, and

console yourself with the thought that it is the move-

ments of my heart that shall be a matter of public

record. In these circumstances Professor Summerlee

and Lord Roxton may be dismissed as irrelevant.’

‘Why, many thanks for your consideration,’ said

Lord Roxton.

Summerlee took up the thread. ‘To dismiss us at

this point would probably involve a fall of several

hundred feet. I cannot add the weight of my opinion

in support of this proposition.’

‘That only makes it more attractive!’ Challenger

took the opportunity to gleefully make adverse

comment upon the weight or otherwise of

Summerlee’s opinion.

When the chance arose, I made to say my piece.

‘We are on our way to the Moon, you say?’

‘I apologise,’ said Challenger, and it was rare to

hear those words issue from that fearsome throat. ‘I

allowed these poltroons to divert my attention away

from the divulgation of necessary information. How

much did she tell you?’ This last was aimed at

Summerlee.

‘Not a great deal,’ he replied. ‘She simply

informed us that this evening we would stand upon

bright Luna. The rest is yours to tell.’

Challenger was much heartened by this news, and

he prepared to sermonise on the adventure to come.

‘You do not need to stand, you know,’ said

Professor Summerlee. ‘This is not the British

Biological Society.’ To me he said, ‘He is insuffer-

able, is he not? Give him five words to say and he

turns them into a speech.’

‘You are correct,’ said Professor Challenger,

declining to re-seat himself, ‘in stating that this is not

the Biological Society. However, it might as well be,

for all that the others are worth in comparison to we

two.’ He made a full, deep bow in Summerlee’s

direction. That modest and dedicated scientist rolled

his eyes while Roxton and I cheered. ‘Malone, we

are indeed on our way to the Moon. In particular (and

it is necessary to be particular, as the Moon is a world

not unlike our own, though everything there happens

Inside the Spaceship
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to be grey in colour, with various and differing areas

and countries), we are on our way to the kingdom of

Ell Ka-Mar – the country of which, you may have

heard it said, I am the reigning monarch.’

‘I apologise for speaking of more mundane

matters,’ said Summerlee, ‘but is there any chance of

our learning how this contraption of yours works? I

confess to a great deal of curiosity on the matter.’

‘The details are too technical to go into at the

present time, as we shall soon reach our initial desti-

nation, but-’

‘Surely the Moon is not so close already!’

exclaimed Lord John.

‘I am afraid not. First we are making a short hop

to a much closer locale. But to continue, the motor of

the Rocket utilises certain advances I have made in

the realm of atomic physics, which allow the ship to

be propelled at high speeds. Certain other devices, by

producing waves of sound which interfere with the

noise of the engine, ensure that flight is virtually

silent.’

‘Congratulations on a fine piece of engineering,’ I

said to the inventor. ‘Why have you not published

anything with regard to your atomic physics? Surely

such an advance would be of the greatest interest to

the whole world!’

‘It already is,’ said Professor Summerlee drolly.

‘Did you not hear the army laying siege to the

Challenger residence?’

Challenger nodded in vigorous agreement. ‘They

are ignorant of the physics of the atom, but they

know that whatever engine powers this first lady of

flight must be worth having. They shall never have

it!’

‘But Professor, this atomic power of yours could

change the world! It could feed the hungry and heat

the houses of the poor! Why must you keep it

hidden?’

‘Because it is too dangerous. Was it the Home

Office that sent the Army to knock on my door? Was

it the Salvation Army? No, it was the Ministry of

Defence. Atomic power can all too easily be turned

to destruction. Let me explain-’

‘Here he goes again,’ sighed Summerlee.

I shushed him. ‘You have no interest in the

matter?’

‘This is the newspaper report of his invention. I

shall wait for the scientific journal.’

Professor Challenger cleared his throat and

Summerlee waved for him to go on.

‘Thank you,’ said Challenger. ‘We know from our

own experience that the Earth has a core of molten

lava. Now, imagine this if you can: everything

around us, the chairs we sit on, the air we breathe,

and the wood and steel that separate us from the

clouds (we are now hovering above London, by the

way) is made up of tiny atoms, everything. Think of

each of these as being like the Earth. When a hole is

pricked in the Earth a volcano erupts, a vital out-

pouring of that long-withheld kinetic energy. The

atom is the same – open it up and all the energy con-

tained within is released. This is the principle on

which my space rocket operates. However, it is also

the principle upon which a bomb could be devised. A

mass outpouring of such energy could incinerate

entire cities!’

All of us were silent for some minutes as we con-

templated the possible result of Challenger’s inven-

tion. ‘Hence your decision to keep quiet.’

‘Hence. Perhaps if one day a more enlightened

government ruled at Westminster, things might

change.’

‘You realise, of course,’ piped up Summerlee,

‘that once people are aware that such a process is

possible, it is only a matter of time before it is redis-

covered.’

‘Yes I do, and I have chosen to let the matter rest

with the conscience of the next man who discovers it.

However, if I am still around, and he makes the

wrong decision, I might well decide to take a hand in

changing his mind!’

‘Well said, old man!’ Lord Roxton led us in a

cheer. ‘Hip hip!’

‘Hooray!’ shouted Summerlee and I.

Professor Challenger held out his hands and

quieted us. There was a drop of water on his cheek.

On any other man I would not have hesitated to call

it a tear. ‘My friends,’ he said, ‘- and I feel that after

all our adventures, I may call you that – I thank you

for your support.’

We all cheered again.

‘Now,’ said Challenger. ‘Before we continue on

our journey to the moon I have a little surprise for

you, Malone.’

‘Surprise is now my closest companion,’ I

answered. ‘He is an old bedfellow, and it would be

churlish to begrudge him another visit.’

Challenger smiled and raised himself out of his

chair like a mountain pulling itself up from the roots.

‘Come with me,’ he said. The three of us removed

ourselves from our chairs and followed Challenger to

the front of the cabin. We stood there a moment

while he fiddled about with the controls. ‘Usually

this panel would remain in place, as to have it open

during interplanetary flight might prove dangerous,

due to the effect of cosmic rays and such.’ We three
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listeners nodded wisely. ‘Look at this!’

And look we did, as a wooden panel of three

metres in width and two in height (I intend to use the

European measurements here, due to their having

always found favour with Challenger) drew aside to

reveal a window onto the outside world. What did we

see there but the offices of the Daily Gazette, the

windows full of excited and frightened faces, pho-

tographers hastily setting up their equipment, artists

sketching for all they were worth and my fellow jour-

nalists scribbling away in shorthand? This last group

seemed less motivated than the others (although this

may be my vanity speaking), because they knew full

well that a certain colleague of theirs was getting the

full ‘scoop’. I assumed one particularly animated

figure to be McArdle himself, doing his utmost to

pass on some last minute instructions. Of course I

could hear nothing of what he might have been

saying.

However, though I previously wrote ‘What did we

see there but..?’, it soon became apparent that the

members of my trade were not the only occupants of

the Gazette building. We realised this upon a cloud-

ing of the Challenger brow – and a clouding of that

brow had been known in the past to result in thun-

derbolts and lightning in the vicinity. Following his

gaze, we saw that upon the topmost level of the

building, in the chambers of the newspaper’s owner,

Lord Rample-Smith, no less, servants in His

Majesty’s Army were preparing to launch an artillery

round at our beautiful Rocket!

‘Disgraceful!’ said Summerlee.

‘Absolutely, old fellow,’ said Lord John Roxton.

‘How do they expect to bring down a bird this size

with such a low-calibre cannon! I wouldn’t want

those fellows along on a rhinoceros hunt!’

For a moment Challenger was lost for words. Then

he opened a little drawer in the console and took out

what appeared to be a cannibalized telephone mouth-

piece which was attached to the console by a long

and curling wire. He flicked a switch mounted on the

side of the mouthpiece and begin to speak as if he

were using a telephone. Though we heard nothing

but his unamplified voice, the effect was soon visible

as the people in our view, soldiers and journalists

both, put their hands tight over their ears.

‘Put aside your puny weapons,’ ordered

Challenger. ‘There comes a time to put aside childish

things. Hear my words! End all war! Cease the

exploitation of others! Forget foolish religions and

devote your lives to the study of science! As I,

Professor George Edward Challenger, speak, so shall

it come to pass!’

With that, he switched off the speaking-machine,

closed the window panel and pulled half a dozen

levers. He turned back to us and said, ‘We are on our

way, gentlemen.’

‘Challenger, really…’ I said.

‘What?’ he thundered.

‘You laid it on a little thick back there, don’t you

think?’

‘Of course he did,’ said Professor Summerlee.

‘Kingship would never be enough for this megalo-

maniac, I knew it from the start. Challenger will not

be satisfied until they make him God!’

His professorial rival disagreed and tried to main-

tain his dignity after what had, after all, been a rather

odd thing to do. ‘Nonsense. I simply gave them food

for thought. It cannot do any harm.’

‘He could be right, you know, fellows,’ said I.

‘Perhaps in the storm of indignation that will doubt-

less follow some bright spark might pipe up and say,

“Well, maybe it isn’t such a terrible idea, after all.”’

‘Even so. It smacks too much of the actions of the

Vernian crazy-man for my liking.’ That was

Summerlee’s final word on the matter, which did not

bode well for the voyage to come. Roxton and I did

our best to make him accede to the view that it was

nothing but a harmless prank, but to no avail, and it

looked like the large cabin area might prove too

small after all, with two such personalities in conflict

within it.

‘Here we go again,’ said Lord John.

‘Off to the moon!’ shouted Challenger, trying to

inject proceedings with rather more enthusiasm. Let

it be recorded that his efforts met with much more

success when he brought out the whisky and cigars.
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Challenger was always prone to showboating,

although I suppose that in the circumstances it was

quite justified.

‘What do you think of that!’ he cried, as irritat-

ingly pleased with himself as ever.

‘I’m reminded of nights spent in Africa,’ said Lord

John, taking the cigar from his mouth, ‘with her

shining above, the monarch of the skies, with the

stars her handmaidens…’ He raised the whisky glass

to his lips, turned it bottom up, closed his eyes, and

let the golden fluid slide down his throat. ‘And now,’

he continued, tipping his head back as we all looked

at him in bewilderment, ‘I am reminded of nights

spent with the monarch of Denmark’s wife, a charm-

ing lady…’

He fell silent. We waited. Was he to resume his

story? The answer was no, as we realised when the

cigar began to fall from his hand. Challenger leapt

forward with all the alacrity he had previously

demonstrated when being pursued by the beasts of

Maple-White Land, but was unable to catch the ill-

intentioned tobacco stick before it touched down. He

scooped it up in one great hand, scowling at the

ashen mark upon the polished floorboards.

‘He’ll pay. Oh how he’ll pay!’ laughed

Summerlee, earning himself a look from Challenger

which might have been used to tan cow-hides.

‘And yet,’ I said, ‘the whisky glass remains in his

hand.’

Challenger saw fit to allow a pause in his glower-

ing at Summerlee and informed me, ‘The first thing

a gentleman learns is to never drop his whisky glass!

The second thing-’ he began, but what would surely

have been a most accurate observation on the upper

classes was interrupted by Summerlee, never willing

to let pass a chance to exacerbate the friction

between them.

‘Is not to split his infinitives, dear Challenger! You

realise that you’re setting Malone a bad example –

and the nation’s journalists need no further encour-

agement to mangle the King’s English!’

Challenger smiled, and although I continued to

listen, I returned my gaze to the window.

‘You are a professor in comparative anatomy, are

you not?’

‘You know I am,’ replied Summerlee, rather

haughtily. I could imagine how he would be pushing

back his shoulders and lifting his nose in the air.

‘However, that does not mean-’

‘Ah! Ah! Ah!’ said Challenger, doubtless wagging

a finger.

The Moon was beautiful.

‘In comparative anatomy, I repeat, and thus, one

would assume, unless you are a complete nincom-

poop – a condition from which I have, though

lacking hard evidence as yet, suspected you to suffer

– a believer in Charles Darwin’s theories on evolu-

tion. Would you concur?’

A halo surrounded her, caused by the fact that

Challenger had taken the Rocket to a position which

placed Lady Moon between ourselves and Master

Sun. Thus, he explained, we were protected from the

harmful effects of cosmic rays emanating from our

local star. To benefit my readers, I had asked

Challenger what those harmful effects might be. His

answer, once I had sifted through sackfuls of ver-

biage disguising the fact that he wasn’t quite certain,

seemed to be that anything might happen. We could

be fried like sausages! Or we might find our bodily

chemistries strangely altered, turning we four into

beings that would be regarded as fantastic upon our

return to Earth.

‘This line of questioning is-’

‘Ridiculous. Yes, I know,’ said Challenger.

Why, one might ask, did Challenger bring us

halfway around the Moon in order to approach with

the window open? Well, that takes us back to my

initial point, i.e. that Challenger was a showboater.

He wanted to show off. Need I confess that I’m glad

he did? The Moon was beautiful beyond human

Three Englishmen and an

Irishman in an

Interplanetary Spacecraft
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words, with her dark heart and her golden halo. If

Challenger’s Moon-dwellers truly existed – a fact by

no means yet proven (although in view of the fact

that he did possess a Moon-rocket, we were all pre-

pared to believe him in other Moon-matters, pending

further data) – their poetry, if they wrote any, must

have been lovely. On the other hand, they would

never see her like this, with starshine on her shoul-

ders and a twinkle in her eye. In fact, I considered,

the Earth would probably play a large part in their

poetry, hanging in their sky as it must. I wondered

what they had to say about us? Nothing good, in all

likelihood, I smiled to myself. After all, the only

Earthman they had met was Challenger!

‘I merely want to draw your consideration to the

idea that evolution applies not only to the kingdom

of animals, but also to that of language. To boldly

split,’ he paused there, probably to grimace his best

approximation of a smile, ‘the infinitive is no crime,

if it aids comprehension! Language lives, no less

than any animal, and it must grow, change or die!’ I

imagined him folding his arms and sitting back in his

chair with an air of triumph.

The Moon seemed larger than before.

‘A very interesting hypothesis,’ replied

Summerlee, a little calmer now that Challenger had

turned to more civilised methods of debate, ‘and yet

a simplistic one. Firstly, you must consider that evo-

lution, as I see it, does not take place within a single

organism. Through mating choices, certain charac-

teristics are passed on to the next generation, while

others are not. How, then, does this apply to a lan-

guage? The process is more complex than you indi-

cate.’ Challenger pshawed. ‘Secondly, if one ignores

the rules of a language, whatever the short term ben-

efits might be, comprehension in the long term could

only be impaired.’

I realised that I could no longer see the stars.

‘Your mistake,’ responded Challenger, ‘is in

believing that speech conforms to-’

‘Challenger!’ I shouted. ‘We’re crashing!’

‘There,’ said Summerlee, ‘his utterances were per-

fectly grammatical and we understood them per-

fectly. Down your route lies chaos, Challenger!’ I

heard him get to his feet. ‘Incidentally, Challenger,

are we, indeed, crashing?’

The groaning of wood and a subsequent heavy

thud announced that Challenger had thrown himself

to his feet.

‘Of course we’re not,’ he said with a rumble. As

Summerlee moved to stand at my shoulder,

Challenger rushed to the control panel. He pulled one

lever, pushed another and twisted a third till it fell

right off. ‘Of course we’re not.’

We were still moving. Something Challenger had

done had switched on an enormous torch, evidenced

by the cone of light which now emanated from the

Rocket’s nose. With horror I realised I could discern

that light’s termination upon the surface of the Moon.

The diameter of that circle’s termination was

growing exponentially. No longer our sweetheart

Mistress Luna was she, but rather a cold-hearted

Milady, eager to crush us to her bosom! We were

going to crash!

‘Do not become alarmed, my friends,’ said

Challenger, frowning at the control panel, ‘but I

think you had better hold onto something.’

The crash was not as bad as it might have been. I

awoke to the sound of Challenger slapping me in the

face. A few seconds later the pain from his blows

reached me and I cried out, ‘Stop! I have woken!’ I

took my first conscious breath of the thin, dry Moon-

air.

‘Thank goodness,’ said the brute, ‘I wondered if

we’d lost you for a moment!’ He helped me get to my

feet. My surroundings were quite astonishing. ‘Sorry

to wake you like that, Malone old boy. You know

how much I hate to hit a journalist!’

I tried to smile. ‘All your practice was not in vain.’

I have now reached the most astonishing part of

my story. Well, at least the most astonishing part of

my story so far – let me assure you that there is much

– worse or better? – let us just say, more to come.

While on Earth I had many amazing adventures with

Professor Challenger, Lord John Roxton and

Professor Summerlee, but our exploits once we

headed into space were even more incredible. I am
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sure that when this account is published, there will be

many who ask why I delayed so long in making these

journeys a matter of public record. The convenient

answer would be that I was following the instruc-

tions of Challenger, naturally cautious in light of

government attempts to steal his invention. Hold to

that explanation if you are the kind of reader who

chooses not to confront the unknown, who would

rather content oneself with a pat solution rather than

learning the terrible truth – and the truth is terrible.

The actual reason for this account being written and

released at such a late date will be revealed before

this tale ends. There will be many among you who

will remember the article I filed with the Gazette.

Was not that the full story? Obviously not, as that

piece of journalism took our group from the Earth to

the Moon, around her serene majesty, and then back

again, without further incident. For reasons which

will become clear, I described our outward journey

and our return home, but neglected to mention what

happened in between. (Even so, I believe McArdle

got a pretty good story out of the whole affair!

People don’t go to the Moon every day! Or at least

people from our planet don’t…)

I was standing on the Moon, looking at the Earth.

An odd irony, that Earth never looks so beautiful as

when you are three hundred and eighty thousand

kilometres away from her – a fact that has become

progressively more true as this twentieth century has

progressed. While this view of my home was

amazing, my surroundings were no less so. I was a

few metres away from the crashed Rocket – I

presume that Challenger had pulled me out before

trying to revive me. The ship appeared to be rela-

tively undamaged, and had come to rest on its side.

When I questioned my rescuer, he explained that at

the last minute he had brought the Rocket under some

semblance of control and brought her in to land sud-

denly and at a very sharp angle. The forces caused by

such rapid turning and deceleration had caused the

less hardy of us to black out – it was an exaggerated

version of the effect you might have felt when a

steam train turns a corner at high speed, whereby you

are slightly pressed to the left or right. Professor

Summerlee had now received the slightly unkind

attentions of our gorilla-like nurse, and was rubbing

his eyes a metre or two away from me. As Challenger

switched his attentions to Lord John Roxton – who

had, in any case, slept through the whole approach –

Professor Summerlee opened his eyes and became

the third man from our third rock from the sun to see

the surface of the Moon close up.

As Professor Challenger and I had done before

him, he looked to the Earth, he looked to the Rocket,

and then he looked at the landscape around us. The

ship had landed at the bottom of a wide valley, or

perhaps a dell, the sides of which rose up to form our

horizons on each side.

‘We’ve landed in a crater!’ said Summerlee, and

when he said it, it made perfect sense. We had indeed

ended up at the bottom of one of the many craters on

the Moon’s surface, some of which are visible from

the Earth. ‘The ground, like dust!’ Still sitting, he

was letting a handful of the moondust trickle

between his fingers. ‘Is the whole planet like this,

Challenger?’

‘Not to my knowledge,’ answered Challenger,

who had wearied of slapping Lord Roxton’s face. He

released his hold upon his patient’s shirt-front, and I

watched as the unconscious head fell slowly towards

the ground. ‘The rest of the planet is much like our

own Earth, with grassy fields, swamps, icy wastes,

cities and everything one might wish for, except, as I

have said, for the fact that everything is grey. This

fine dust,’ he bent down to examine it more closely,

‘is unfamiliar to me. Finer than sand,’ – he caught up

a little in his hand, stuck out a tongue which would-

n’t have shamed the mother of Grendel, and dipped

it in the stuff – ‘and tasteless. Dead. Hmm.’ One

mighty paw stroked his impressive chin. ‘Probably

the result of the special conditions existing within the

crater. Perhaps the remains of the impacting meteor

which caused the crater in the first place.’

Professor Summerlee nodded in agreement. ‘Very

interesting, Challenger, but this is hardly the stuff

kingdoms are made of, is it?’

‘As I said, dear Summerlee, the rest of the world

is as bountiful and glorious such as must cause even

the coldest fish among men to cry with joy! And the

people, so full of boundless happiness and welcome!
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You will be astonished!’

Professor Summerlee, stung by the insult, was all

set to make a pithy rejoinder, but I cut him off at the

pass, observing that Challenger’s welcome must

have been very warm indeed, if they made him their

king, before asking, ‘Could one of you explain why

Lord Roxton fell so slowly to the ground?’

‘Certainly,’ said Challenger, getting to his feet.

Summerlee, realising that his position on the floor

might be considered less than elegant, followed suit.

‘It is quite simple. A large magnet holds a pin more

firmly than a small magnet. Planets, from my experi-

ence, exert a similar force upon anything in their

vicinity. The Moon is a smaller planet than our Earth,

therefore it holds us less firmly.’

‘That seems clear enough,’ I replied.

‘Of course it does,’ said Summerlee, ‘although it

doesn’t explain why the Moon remains in place,

spinning in a circle, rather than being dragged

towards the Earth.’

‘The theory needs refining,’ replied Challenger,

‘but this is not the time for idle chit-chat. A new

world awaits you, gentlemen!’

We heard somebody mumbling behind us. ‘Not

now, your highness, I must go to the Moon…’

Professor Challenger strode over and gave him

one good, healthy slap across the face. ‘Wake up,

Roxton,’ he yelled. The echoes made Summerlee and

I put our hands over our ears, but either the slap or

the yelling did the job, and Lord John Roxton got

somewhat unsteadily to his feet.

‘Thanks for that, old man. Might have been lying

there for hours, otherwise.’

‘You would have deserved no less!’ said

Challenger with feeling. ‘The whisky you drank was

to have lasted us the entire trip!’

Lord John looked at his feet rather sheepishly.

‘I’m sorry about that.’

Challenger scowled at him, then turned to me and

said quietly, ‘Fortunately, I saw fit to install a small

distillery in a secret compartment in the Rocket, so

there’s no fear of going short.’

I laughed and clapped him on the back. ‘Three

cheers for foresight!’

Professor Summerlee agreed. ‘A man without

whisky is a sorry creature indeed.’

‘Now it is time to introduce you to the true

marvels that our new-found mistress has to offer,’

proclaimed Challenger. ‘Let us hope that our mutual

spouse, lovely Earth, does not learn of our promiscu-

ity!’

‘Does Mrs Challenger know about all the ladies

with whom you are keeping company?’ I enquired of

him.

‘Follow me!’ he cried, beckoning us on with one

trollish arm. ‘To Ell Ka-Mar, the city on the Moon!’

‘We are already there?’ asked Lord Roxton.

‘I would not say so if it were not true,’ said

Challenger gruffly. ‘Although we held our position

relative to the Sun and the Moon as we approached,

the Moon was still moving in its course around the

Earth. Thus, the surface of the Moon was turning,

from our perspective. Although our final landing was

somewhat sudden, I had timed our approach accu-

rately.’

‘To Challenger’s kingdom!’ I cried, and Roxton

endorsed those sentiments with a cheer (cut short

when he realised how much it hurt his head).

Professor Challenger began to climb up the hill-

side, and we followed. The dusty nature of the

ground made the going difficult, but the low gravity

of the Moon compensated, and soon we reached the

ridge along the top of the crater-hole. Our ascent had

thrown up a lot of dust, and until it settled we saw

nothing. When it settled, what the four of us saw was

so horrible that not even Summerlee thought it

appropriate to make a joke at Challenger’s expense.
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‘This is my fault,’ said Professor Challenger, sitting

among the ruins with his elbows on his knees and his

head in his hands. The fine grey dust covered him

from head to toe.

After the dust had slowly fallen to the ground,

leaving our view from the crater’s rim unimpaired,

we had seen a dead city. ‘Ell Ka-Mar!’ had cried

Challenger, but with anguish instead of joy. We had

stood sadly by while he leapt down the side of the

crater, bellowing with rage. Within three or four

bounds, because of the Moon’s relatively low

gravity, he had reached the nearest of the ruined

buildings, and we watched, powerless to help, as his

first touch caused what little remained of it to

crumble away.

‘That can’t be true,’ Summerlee was saying to

reassure him. ‘You could never have known.’

Challenger shook his head. With his pale coating

and mournful features, he looked for all the world

like the spirit of the souls lost when the city died.

‘I knew – they had asked for my help, you see. But

none of us thought the danger so imminent! If only

we had returned sooner! But now they are dead, all

dead, and I’m to blame. A whole city died with the

name Challenger the curse upon its lips!’

He fell silent for a moment, before a new horror

came to mind. ‘From what they told me to expect, the

rest of the Moon is probably just as devastated.’

Consoling somebody in such a situation is impos-

sible. Worse than impossible, it is insulting, but I had

to try, and it was not as if Challenger was incapable

of taking a few insults on the chin. ‘We haven’t

found any bodies,’ I pointed out.

Challenger merely looked at me dolefully, and left

it to Summerlee to reply. ‘Look at the state of the

city, Malone! It’s been completely destroyed, every

brick in every building annihilated, till nothing is left

but dust! Do you think anybody could have survived

that?’

I shrugged, and for a few moments more, there

was silence. Lord Roxton was the next to speak.

‘Challenger – George.’ The use of his Christian

name provoked a response from the Professor, but

even that scowl was heart-breakingly lifeless. ‘I

think it’s about time you gave us the full story, old

boy. Straighten everything out before we head back

to Earth.’

Challenger sighed deeply, causing a tiny hurricane

in the dust clouds about him, but he got to his feet.

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. The time for secrecy

and showmanship is gone. But let’s go back to the

ship first. There’s nothing to be done here.’

‘And in any case,’ said Summerlee, ‘we could all

use a glass of whisky.’

‘Whisky?’ said Roxton, perking up a little, then

remembering himself. ‘Sorry.’

‘I began working on the Rocket shortly after the

episode of the Poison Belt,’ said Challenger, as we all

sat back in our upholstered chairs. Each of us had a

glass of the whisky freshly produced by Challenger’s

high-speed distillery, except Lord John, who con-

tented himself with some coffee. Summerlee was

filling his pipe with tobacco from his pouch, but

nobody else had elected to smoke. This was no time

for cigars. ‘If such an event could happen once, there

is every chance that it could happen twice, thrice or

four times every Wednesday! Imagine if the Earth

entered a poison belt which, instead of rendering the

people of Earth unconscious, killed them outright!

And poison belts are by no means the only astral

calamity lurking in wait for the Earth as she sails in

apparent serenity through the cosmos. Evidence of

this we have seen outside, though I wish we had not.

‘Knowing that others could not be relied upon to

rise to the challenge, I made it my own duty to

develop a space-craft, which, in case of emergency,

could be used to carry people away from the dying

Earth.’ He paused, seeing that I had a question.

‘But the Rocket is so small. Though you know I

would not wish to belittle this wonderful ship, she

could carry only six or seven in comfort, perhaps as

many as twenty in a pinch. Does that mean you had

planned to hand your invention over to the govern-

ment after all, in the end, for mass production?’

‘Hmm, rumbled, aren’t I? The fact of the matter is,

Malone, that the Rocket is a prototype, and that, yes,

it was my intention to give construction plans to the

government in case of emergency. But you have seen

the government’s reaction to news of my invention.

It has left me in a quandary. If I gave the plans to the

British government now, there is no doubt in my

mind that they would not hesitate to use them to

selfish ends. However, if I keep the plans to myself

until some critical day, how could the required

The King of Ell Ka-Mar
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number of ships ever be built in time?

‘The ideal solution would be to release the plans to

an international organisation, a league of nations, but

as yet no such entity exists. I have spoken to certain

political and international figures of my acquain-

tance, but I’ve yet to find a man worth trusting with

such a secret. Perhaps one day I will be able to share

my knowledge with the whole world, but I doubt it.

Our world, too, will die. London, like Ell Ka-Mar,

will be incinerated, and Mrs Challenger with it.’

Summerlee interrupted his increasingly melan-

cholic discourse. ‘Events here on the Moon seem to

indicate that the need for your ships may come

sooner rather than later.’

‘That’s right!’ declared Lord Roxton.

‘Challenger!’ he said abruptly. ‘Pull yourself

together, man! Tell us what happened when you

came here before, tell us what you learnt! Maybe we

can’t save the Earth, but four friends such as we, with

a spaceship, four rifles and a mobile distillery, can

have a blasted good try!’

‘That’s the spirit,’ I agreed. ‘Don’t give up now,

Challenger, not after all we’ve been through!’

‘You’re correct, of course,’ said Challenger, jolted

from his most un-Challenger-like self-pity by our

heartfelt appeals to his better side. ‘There’s always a

chance, however slim, and if anyone can take hold of

that chance and wring it for every scrap of opportu-

nity, it is we four! Lucky am I, to be blessed with

such companions!’

‘And you didn’t even have to kidnap us,’ said

Summerlee. ‘You’re far from being a Vernian crazy-

man, and this submarine doesn’t have to finish its

voyage at the bottom of the sea, crushed under the

pressure and springing leaks at every joint! We’ll rise

to the surface, after all!’

‘Quite,’ said Challenger with a quizzical look and

a raised eyebrow. ‘Perhaps Roxton – John,’ (he said

the name with as much sarcasm as it would bear) ‘is

not the only one over-indulging in the complimen-

tary whisky.’

Summerlee harrumphed, but it was noted that

when he finished his drink, he poured himself coffee

in the Rocket’s miniature kitchen. Yes, that is correct,

a kitchen! Challenger had revealed his craft’s latest

marvel, a fully functioning salle de cuisine, which

would have done justice to many an English home if

it had not been so tiny! ‘Will wonders never cease?’

I had asked. ‘Not while we travel with Challenger,’

Lord Roxton had replied. Challenger had revealed it

upon our initial return to the ship, once it became

clear that the sandwiches provided by Mrs

Challenger were running low. They were so deli-

cious, we had not been able to stop ourselves from

eating them continuously during the entire voyage to

the Moon! (Excepting breaks for whisky and cigars,

of course.) It is a wonder that, full of bread and ham

as our stomachs were, we were able to perceive the

Moon’s lower levels of gravity at all!

‘I shall start at the beginning,’ said Challenger, a

new fire in his voice now. ‘I built the Rocket in

response to the affair of the Poison Belt. Once it was

finished, I decided to take it on a test run. It wasn’t

my intention to fly to the Moon, but after a few hours

of flying around, the Earth began to seem rather

passé. There’s only so much you can take of flying

over the same old cities and deserts and jungles. If

you have read Robur Le Conquérant, you’ll know

what I mean.

‘Then, hovering above Timbuktoo, I poked my

head out of the top hatch-’

‘There’s a top hatch?’ Roxton asked.

‘Unless I’m losing my mind, I believe I just said

so.’

‘Sorry for asking,’ said Roxton. ‘But I can imagine

how a top hatch might be useful on a ship like this.’

‘Kindly leave the imagining to me in future, Lord

Roxton! If I want you to hang out of my spaceship

blasting at comets with your rifle, I’ll tell you.

‘If there are no further interruptions, I’ll continue.’

We all shook our heads, slightly cowed by the return

to what passed for normality with him. ‘I opened the

top hatch and stuck out my head, to take in the night

air. It was cool and breezy. Then I saw the Moon, and

I was struck by the notion of travelling there. At first

I dismissed the idea, much like yourselves when first

informed of my journey. Although my aim in build-

ing the Rocket had been to create a means by which

men might leave the planet, I had not planned to do

so on the first excursion. But the idea returned to

bother me over and over, like a pesky gnat buzzing

around my head, until finally I afforded it serious

consideration. Why shouldn’t I go? Well, I had little

in the way of rations and the hull integrity of the

Rocket had not yet been tested for its airtight quali-

ties. The first point would not become a problem if I

didn’t spend too long on the Moon, and the second

point could be dealt with immediately. I closed the

hatch and flew down to the Niger, and then along it

until I reached the Gulf of Guinea and the Atlantic,

where I immersed the Rocket in water, before lower-

ing her to the bottom of the sea, where the pressures

are greatest. There were no leaks. So you see, despite

the irritation caused to me by Professor Summerlee’s

inane comparisons with the Nautilus, my ship can

indeed function as a submarine, should it be neces-
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sary.’

‘Or should she require a good wash,’ I said

brightly, before realising that the reason she might

require a good wash right now was because she was

coated with the incinerated ashes of a dead civilisa-

tion. Challenger pursed his lips, bringing to my mind

the image of two duelling walruses.

‘Having proved that the Rocket was airtight, I was

almost ready to go where no one had gone before –

space!’

‘How galling it must have been to find someone

already there,’ said Summerlee wryly.

Challenger ignored him. ‘As it was night in Africa,

I flew the Rocket over to Australia, where it was able

to dry off in the sun. I didn’t want to risk the poten-

tial hazards of water freezing on the ship once I

headed out of the Earth’s atmosphere. I spent twenty

minutes bathing myself and the ship in the sun on the

top of Ayers Rock – can you see the tan? – before

getting back inside and setting the controls for the

Moon. The ship is piloted using readouts which

combine the results provided by two main sensing

machines, or sensors, as I choose to call them. One

sensor emits sound impulses, like a bat, and from

monitoring the rate at which they return it provides

valuable information about what is up ahead. The

other sensor monitors attraction rates of various

cosmic bodies, such as the Earth, the Sun, the Moon,

Mars and Venus, allowing you to plot your position

according to them.’

‘That is very impressive,’ said Summerlee, speak-

ing for all of us.

‘Thank you. And, so that I can see where I’m

going when the window is shut, there’s a specially

shielded peephole on the instrument panel.

‘The journey to the Moon was uneventful. Where

we were busy eating sandwiches and bickering on

the second journey, I concerned myself with moni-

toring the Rocket’s performance and taking measure-

ments of the void beyond the ship. My conclusions in

that regard are that space is, as I expected, not

entirely a vacuum, although it has many of the qual-

ities which we might associate with one. For

example, if Lord Roxton were to amuse himself,

after having imbibed large amounts of my whisky, by

leaning out of the top hatch, he would be subject to

explosive decompression.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, in my role of

journalist and straight man.

‘His eyes would pop out. Followed by his brain

and the rest of his innards. Strictly speaking, space

cannot be regarded as an ‘ether’, as the substances

within it are discrete, but substances within it exist –

dust clouds, for example. Who knows what else?

‘Approaching the Moon, I was of course

astounded by her beauty. Manoeuvring to an appro-

priate position, I opened the viewing portal, and

slowly approached.’ He noticed that Lord John was

about to ask a question. He held up one hand and put

his whisky down with the other, before pressing his

fingers to his temples. ‘Were you about to ask why I

could not control our approach this time?’ Roxton

nodded, impressed, and Challenger picked his

whisky back up. ‘I could have made quite a living in

the music halls, you know. I’m not certain of the

reason, but I would speculate that it might have been

down to a sudden surge in the Moon’s gravitational

powers, possibly caused by the aftermath of this

widespread destruction.’

‘When we return to Earth,’ said Summerlee, ‘we

should search for any evidence of strange occur-

rences at sea – tidal waves, whirlpools, flooding, that

kind of thing. That would support your theory,

Challenger.’

‘It may be my imagination,’ I said, ‘but I feel

much lighter now than I did when we arrived.’

Challenger nodded sagely. ‘That would corre-

spond with what I was told to expect. Before long it

will be impossible to breath on the Moon without

special apparatus, as she loses her grip on the little

air she presently has. I will come to that soon.

‘When I was close enough to the Moon, the most

astonishing scene appeared before my eyes. I wish

you could all have seen Ell Ka-Mar in her full glory

as I did. No city on Earth could compare to her, least

of all smelly, dirty London! Tall, thin buildings,

graceful, elegant and made of wondrous materials!

Shining domes and lustrous arches! Wide open parks

and sinuous walkways! That the Moon had a low

hold on them meant that the people could travel

easily from place to place without resorting to trains

or horse-drawn carriages (not that there were horses

on the Moon), and it meant they could build their

buildings tall and their monumental artworks taller

still. The tallest construction of all, the first to resolve

itself clearly in my viewing portal, was an enor-

mously grand and slender portrayal of the leading

scientist of their age, erected within his lifetime!

Would such a thing ever happen on our grubby little

planet?

‘Thus I had my first glimpse of the Moon-dwellers

other than as tiny dots moving around the city

beneath. I brought the Rocket to a halt and regarded

the statue. From what I could glean from it, the

Moon-dwellers were remarkably similar to us in

shape. Evolution had carried us in similar directions,
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although it was hard to see why, conditions being so

different on the two worlds. The statue itself was

grey, but as everything else on the surface was too,

that was not particularly conclusive as regards the

colouring of the natives. In all likelihood, they had

materials available in no other colour.’

‘That is quite bizarre,’ said Professor Summerlee.

‘My reading of anthropological articles – there are

many places where anthropology and comparative

anatomy meet, as you know – has given me the

impression that one of the earliest skills learnt by

primitive humans was to make colours, even if only

by scraping a leaf along a rock. How these aliens had

the ability to create enormous statues but were so

backward that they were unable to generate any

colours whatsoever is beyond me. If there was no

colour on the planet at all, they could at least have

generated some through the refraction of light to

brighten up their city!’

‘Maybe they just liked their city that way,’ I said

helpfully. ‘Or perhaps they were colour blind.’

‘That may well be the case,’ said Challenger,

although Professor Summerlee was unsatisfied. Even

Challenger seemed unconvinced, ruminating over it

a moment before he continued with his story. ‘After

having considered the statue, I prepared myself men-

tally and flew the Rocket down to the ground. My

arrival had already attracted much attention,

although while examining the statue for clues I had

not been able to see the crowd gathering beneath my

feet. As the Rocket approached, they bounded out of

the way with their thick, strong legs.

‘I closed the portal as I landed – when I opened the

door our two races would meet each other for the

first time, and I felt it would be ungentlemanly to

gain the upper hand by first examining them from

within the vessel (though that might have been con-

sidered the wiser course).

‘The rest is quite straightforward. I opened the

door and the mayor of the city came to meet me. Like

her fellow Moon-dwellers, she was powerfully-built,

with lean muscles and thick-set bones. I had antici-

pated that their skin would be grey, but it was not. It

was a rich, brown colour, which left them looking

like exceptionally strong specimens of the Hindoo

people, excepting of course their dark blue hair and

the prehensile tentacles which served them as ears.

We got along famously, and as it turned out that their

food was perfectly edible, I decided to stay a while.

I spent the following two weeks being tutored in their

language by their very best teachers. Soon I was

fluent and able to converse with my hosts on many

matters. I learnt much from them regarding mathe-

matics, the sciences and the arts, although they were

unforthcoming in many ways about themselves. In

response to this, I reserved my right to hold back

about matters pertaining to Earth, but this was never

an issue between us until shortly before I left. I

believe that both parties considered it to be nothing

but simple caution, entirely appropriate when repre-

sentatives of different worlds came together. During

all of my time there I found them to be the most

amiable hosts one might wish for. They were always

friendly, always ready to talk, and always ready to

share a bottle of wine and exchange a few choice

drinking songs, and yet I felt there was always an

undercurrent of sadness in their discourse. Though I

tried to discover the cause of this sadness, I could

not. Strangely, as the constant parties and merry-

making that surrounded me wherever I went in Ell

Ka-Mar grew in intensity, so did the sadness. This is

a mystery which I was unable to fathom until the day

before my return to Earth.

‘As usual, I was awoke by my two attendants,

Malsoe and Jula – did I mention that, like us, the

Moon-dwellers were divided into two sexes, male

and female? Well, such was the case, although there

seemed to be more women than men, and remarkably

few children. The children I did see tended to be very

young – barely more than babes in arms, at most.

Presumably most of the other children were at

school. There is a sign of the superior nature of their

society for you – all the children were at school, not

just those whose parents could afford it, with the rest

left to steal for their living on the streets!

‘Malsoe and Jula woke me with song, before

laying my clothes for the day on the bed. I thanked

them, but that day they did not leave. “I believe,”

said Jula, “that you will require our assistance to

attire yourself today, Professor Challenger.” She was

quite right. When I got up and looked at the clothes,

they seemed to be nothing but a jumble of unrelated

pieces of cloth. However, once they had dressed me

the garments made perfect sense. I looked fully as

handsome as the day I married Mrs Challenger,

although Jula and Malsoe complained about the lack

of ear tentacles for hanging the wardwuufs on.

Apparently my ears just weren’t large enough to

have kept them up.

‘When I was ready, the two ladies led me from the

bed-chamber, through the city and to one of their

many great plazas. This, in fact, was the plaza on

which I had landed, all those days ago, and there,

indeed, was my beloved Rocket, just visible over the

heads of the crowd. To my eyes, it looked as if the

whole of Ell Ka-Mar had congregated there on that
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day. When they spied my approach they all began to

applaud and wave their tentacles in the air. I found

this very gratifying, but as Jula and Malsoe led me

through the crowd towards a stage that had been

erected beside the ship I felt sure that I saw tears in

the eyes of some of the people. I tried to ask my

guides about this, but either I couldn’t make myself

heard above the noise of the crowd, or they just

didn’t care to answer.

‘Once I was upon the stage, the people cheered,

and I waved, though I had no idea what was happen-

ing. For a moment I felt slightly chilled, as I realised

how similar all this was to certain Aztec rituals of

which I had heard stories. This feeling soon fell

away, as I could not believe the gentle and friendly

Moon-dwellers capable of such atrocities.

‘The Mayor approached me, and we smiled at

each other. Had I not been so happily married,

romance might have blossomed in that unlikely

quarter, but it was not to be. She spoke to me, then,

saying this, although my translation is somewhat

loose. “Professor Challenger, you came to us from

Earth, in your mighty star-spanning craft, and we

have been happy to welcome you to our world.”

‘“Thank you,” I replied. “It has been entirely a

pleasure.”

‘The people cheered for me once more.’

‘Weren’t their throats sore by now?’ asked

Summerlee.

‘The Mayor continued, without, I will point out,

interruption. “Professor Challenger, we, the people

of Ell Ka-Mar, would like to bestow upon you our

greatest symbol of recognition. It is but an honorary

title, our society being entirely egalitarian, but the

honour in that honorary is no small thing. We wish

you to become the monarch of Ell Ka-Mar, the pro-

tector of the realm, and, therefore, because Ell Ka-

Mar is the capital and largest of our settlements, the

King of the Moon!”

‘Unusually, you will agree, I was at a loss for

words. But finally I managed to stammer out my

acceptance, and there was much rejoicing as the

coronation ensued. It was no crown, but instead a

golden ring with which they presented me. As far as

I could tell, it was the only thing on the planet (apart

from the people) which was not grey. I should have

it here somewhere, in my pockets.’

As he searched his jacket, a sudden thought came

to me – hadn’t Mrs Challenger given me a ring to

give Challenger? I had a look in my own pockets

and, sure enough, there it was. ‘Is this what you’re

looking for, Professor? Your wife gave it to me

shortly before we set off – I’m afraid that in all the

excitement of the journey I forgot to pass it on to

you.’ I handed it over for his inspection.

‘Yes, yes, that’s it,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry – I got it

from you in the end, that’s what counts.’ He passed it

on to Lord Roxton for his examination, and he in turn

passed it on to Professor Summerlee. ‘I remember

now,’ said Challenger. ‘It had been chafing my finger

a bit, and Mrs Challenger took it away to have it

adjusted.’ He took it back from Summerlee and

placed it upon the ring finger of his right hand.

‘There, fits like a dream. Now, where was I again,

Malone?’

‘I think he knows,’ I said to the others in a mock-

weary fashion. ‘He just wants me to say it out loud.

I believe, Challenger, that you had just been crowned

King of Ell Ka-Mar.’

‘That’s right, my boy. Ha, ha! I doubt if McArdle

will ever print it!’ In the event, McArdle was never

given the option. ‘After the coronation, things

returned much to normal for the rest of the day, or as

normal as they ever were on the Moon. However,

something had changed for me. The title they had

bestowed on me may have been honorary, but it was

nothing to be sneezed at, and if they had done so

much for me, the least I could do for them was to try

and root out the cause of the trouble which had

brought sadness into their lives.

‘I may have determined to try and help them, but

they were hardly open in discussing the matter with

me. After I had made enquiries of everyone I knew,

from Jula and Malsoe to the Mayor herself, I found

myself summoned into the presence of that great sci-

entist whose impressive statue I have already

described. I had previously met him only at social

events, and I had never really had the chance to

speak to him for very long. In fact, I had often had

the impression that we had been deliberately sepa-

rated. His name was Aikor.

‘He welcomed me to his laboratory, and as he

showed me around we began to talk. “They tell me

that you’re trying to help us,” he said to me, while

holding up a peculiar grey compound for my inspec-

tion.

‘“Something’s wrong here,” I said. “I can tell from

the sadness in people’s eyes, from the way their ten-

tacles droop when they think I’m not looking.”

‘“You’re very perceptive. But what makes you

believe that you can help? How can you save a whole

world?”

‘I was dumbfounded by his words. “Is it that

bad?”

‘“My liege, it is that bad and much, much worse.

Soon a force will strike this planet, a force that we
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cannot stand against. We will be gone. Our gravity

machines will be destroyed and our atmosphere will

evaporate into space. Our little grey world will die.”

‘I searched for something to say. “Is there nothing

I can do?”

‘“You could remember us, hopefully with a smile.

You can tell your fellow Earthmen about us – let us

live in your memories.”

‘I turned from him, feelings of anger and hurt

boiling inside. His resignation to his fate made me

feel foolish and immature – strange, but then, for all

I know he might have been a thousand years old. I

began to walk away, but turned back again. He was

replacing the grey compound. “I have my ship. I

could ferry you to Earth! I couldn’t save you all, but

at least some would survive.”

‘He shook his head. “We have our own ships,

George. That isn’t the point. If we went to Earth, the

force of which I spoke would follow us there, and

your people would needlessly die. Running is not an

option for us.”’

‘Challenger,’ I said, ‘this is terrible, but you

cannot blame yourself. How could you be to blame?’

‘Before I left, I spoke to Aikor once more. He

looked tired and feverish as he dashed up to the

entrance of the Rocket. “Challenger,” he said, “you

were right. There is a chance, but it is so desperately

slim! We need your help, but there is great risk. I

would not say a word to you of this, if I didn’t know

you to be the kind of man who would consider it an

insult to his honour if I did not.”

‘I grasped his hand firmly. “Speak, Aikor! What

can I do?” Quickly he told me that according to his

calculations there might still be up to a month before

the evil force arrived on the Moon. That would, he

believed, be more than enough time for me to return

to Earth, collect my comrades and come back to the

Moon, where he would have told me of our desper-

ate mission into the unknown.’

‘But it wasn’t enough time,’ said Summerlee

sadly.

‘No. If I had hurried, if I had collected Malone in

the Rocket, eschewing secrecy, if I had done this or

that, we might have got here in time.’

I shook my head. ‘You can’t blame yourself,

Challenger. You were back here within two days.

That should have been plenty of time. It wasn’t your

fault.’

The others agreed with me. ‘You offered to put

your life on the line for them,’ said Lord Roxton.

‘Nobody could have asked more of you.’

Even Summerlee spoke up, and there was no sign

whatsoever of the words sticking in his throat.

‘Under the circumstances, Challenger, no-one could

have acted more nobly or shown more compassion.’

Perhaps for his own sake he should have stopped

there, but on the other hand, perhaps not, for his next

words did much to break the melancholic mood that

had once more taken hold of Challenger as he

reached the end of his story. ‘Though you have the

aspect of a brutish gorilla-man, within you beats the

heart of an altogether gentler creature.’

Challenger growled and leapt up from his seat.

‘Why, I ought to break every bone in your body!’

Summerlee held his head high and Challenger

walked over to the kitchen where he began to prepare

himself a sandwich. ‘But I know you’re only insult-

ing me to make me feel better! The effort’s much

appreciated!’

We all laughed, and Summerlee winked at Roxton

and I.

‘I should stop feeling sorry for myself,’

Challenger continued. ‘Perhaps we could still have a

look around, analyse the dust for clues as to what

happened, &c. If the Earth is ever threatened with

this force that destroyed the Moon, it would help if

we had previously gathered all the available infor-

mation.’

None of us disputed his assertion, and as he sat

back down with his sandwich we began to discuss

the possible nature of this mysterious force. We had

precious little to go on – was it a natural phenome-

non or a fleet of intergalactic warships? We had no

way of knowing, but perhaps we would after search-

ing the Moon for clues.

‘We’ll have to get started soon,’ said Challenger,

‘because my instruments show that within three or

four hours the air-’

He fell silent, and none of us took up the conver-

sation, because we had all heard the knock at the

door.
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To say the knocking at the door gave us a fright

would be more than an understatement. We were on

a dead world, the inhabitants disintegrated by who

knows what, and there was somebody at the door!

We had all turned to regard the door, wishing we

had x-ray vision, or at least a spyhole, to let us see

who was out there.

‘Could it be a survivor?’ asked I.

‘A survivor of that?’ said Challenger with scepti-

cism. ‘Not bloody likely, is it? But I suppose one of

the Moon-dwellers could have hidden at the bottom

of a cave or something.’

‘More likely it’s one of the aggressors,’ said Lord

Roxton. ‘Where do you keep the rifles, Challenger?’

The leader of our expedition looked around the

room at our resolute faces. ‘It’s good to travel with

such companions. But please consider the fight you

might be getting into. This may be the most danger-

ous thing we’ve ever done!’

‘Don’t you mean to say,’ said Summerlee, ‘that

this might be the most exciting adventure we’ll ever

have!’ Roxton and I applauded his sentiments.

‘You are good men all,’ said Challenger. ‘But you

are mistaken in one respect. This will not be the most

exciting adventure we’ll ever have, because the next

adventure to come will always be more thrilling yet!’

With our acclamation ringing in his ears, Challenger

went to the control panel, where the twisting of a

knob or two caused part of the wall opposite the

entrance to fall away, revealing four rifles. Each of us

picked one up, although we allowed Lord John to

make his selection first.

By the time the knocking came again we were

ready, the four of us spread out with our guns trained

on the door. Challenger, his vast meaty hand holding

the rifle as if it were a pistol, nodded to us. He

reached the other hand to the little drawer in the

console and pulled out the mouthpiece of his speak-

ing-machine. After using his thumb to adjust a small

dial on its side, which presumably turned the volume

down from the deafening levels he had employed in

London, he flicked the switch which turned it on. At

the time I could not understand what he said, but he

later provided us with a translation of the Ka-Marian

he used.

‘Who goes there?’ he said.

There was no reply.

‘Move around to the front of the ship.’

‘Challenger,’ I said. ‘Will we be able to hear their

answer?’

He switched off the speaking-machine. ‘Yes –

there is a second mouthpiece embedded in the outer

hull of the ship. It will pick up any vocalisations they

make, and transmit them to us. Of course, if they

shouted, there’s a good chance we’d hear them

anyway.’ He frowned. ‘Let’s see if they understood.’

He repeated the process which had previously

opened the viewing panel upon a scene of raucous

London, and the wooden panel drew aside.

At first we could see nothing but the dusty inner

wall of the crater, but then, inching into view, came

one of the most peculiar beings I have ever seen. It

seemed to be a woman, or at least fashioned in the

shape of a woman. Her hands were up in the air, in

the traditional human gesture of surrender, and she

was facing us as she edged sideways onto the screen.

She wasn’t human. She wasn’t one of the Moon-

dwellers – a moment’s glance at Challenger’s aston-

ished expression was enough to prove that beyond

question. She seemed to be made entirely of metal!

‘A metal woman!’ I exclaimed. ‘Look at her

pinafore! The pockets full of cleaning instruments!

The bizarre gleaming hair! She’s so beautiful, but so

strange!’

Professor Summerlee had just two words to say on

the matter. ‘Quite remarkable!’

Challenger had more to say. ‘It seems to be some

kind of mechanical housewife.’ Quite naturally, we

had by now ended our guarding of the entrance to

regard the peculiar vision upon the screen.

Challenger stood before the screen as we gathered

behind him. Dragging his eyes away from her, he

turned to say, ‘One can easily imagine the advan-

tages over the flesh and blood type!’

I wondered if he would ever learn to appreciate his

spouse before it was too late.

‘I think we should let her in,’ said Summerlee.

‘She seems friendly enough.’

The Strangest Mechanical

Creature
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‘We can’t be sure,’ I said. ‘For all we know, she

might have been the agent of the Moon’s destruc-

tion.’

Challenger and Roxton scoffed, but foolishly I

credited Professor Summerlee with a little more

caution. ‘We should take Malone’s warning seri-

ously,’ he said. ‘She might have dusted them to

death.’ He began to laugh, then realised no-one else

had joined in. He looked at Challenger’s face, then

thought for a moment. ‘Oh, I see. Dusted them to

death.’

‘A pun to die for, so to speak,’ said Challenger.

‘However, it is my opinion that this woman is

friendly. But I am not being recklessly incautious, in

my opinion. Consider this, Malone: if she destroyed

the land of Ell Ka-Mar, could this ship stand against

her? I sincerely doubt it. If we keep her locked out,

what do we gain? Our only option will be to return to

Earth having learned nothing. She may offer us

important information.’

‘And you never saw her in Ell Ka-Mar?’ asked

Roxton.

‘No,’ confirmed Professor Challenger. ‘She may

have been there but I never encountered her, or,

indeed, any other mechanical humanoid of that type.’

Professor Summerlee chose this as his moment.

‘This is obviously the problem for the solving of

which you have brought me with you, Challenger. As

a professor of anatomy, it is my considered opinion

that the mechanical housewife is not of Ell Ka-Mar.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ I demanded, playing

my part as well as ever. Challenger put his rifle down

and scratched his chin, trying to figure out the

answer before his rival spoke.

‘It is really quite simple,’ Summerlee said. ‘She

has been created to look like a woman-’

Challenger managed to steal his thunder. ‘But she

has no ear tentacles!’

‘Quite. Therefore, she has most likely been

created in imitation of earthly life.’

‘Impossible! If anyone could do such a thing, I

would know about it!’ blustered Challenger. ‘And in

any case, she is here on the Moon, and we are quite

definitely the first men on the Moon!’

‘The alternative is that there is human life, akin to

ours, elsewhere in the cosmos.’

We were all dumbfounded by his statement. The

ramifications were incredible. Had she been left

there by human destroyers? Was Earth some forgot-

ten colony of a star-spanning empire? As we all got

over the initial shock of Summerlee’s words, the

cabin began to ring with the noise of the thousand

and one questions which each of us had to ask. In the

end, Challenger brought a stop to the discussion,

which was taking us nowhere.

‘Gentlemen,’ he said, banging his fist against the

console for emphasis. He barely batted an eyelid as

injudicious placing of his bang caused four whisky

glasses to be thrown out of the wall and onto the

floor, where, quite naturally, they shattered.

‘Gentlemen! There is only one way to get answers to

our questions, and that is to invite our strange visitor

into our ship. My sensors show that the atmospheric

loss outside has not yet reached a critical level, and

so I shall now open the entrance.’

Within five minutes the mechanical housewife

was inside with us, and Challenger was closing the

door behind her.

In perfectly good English she thanked us for wel-

coming her to our spacecraft. Challenger told her to

think nothing of it, and offered her a drink.

‘Some oil would be nice,’ she said.

Challenger went to the back of the cabin to look

for some.

‘So,’ I began, ‘you are a mechanical woman.’

‘That’s correct,’ she said. ‘I am a Mark One

Mechanical Housewife, designed to serve the needs

of my master – or mistress, of course – without delay

or fuss. Thank you,’ she said, as Challenger offered

her a glass of oil.

He raised his eyebrows to us, before commenting,

‘I believe the rest of us could use some lubrication

too.’ He poured each of us a glass of whisky and we

all sat in the upholstered chairs, except Lord Roxton,

who, ever the gentleman, gave his up for the mechan-

ical housewife. Challenger told him to stamp on the

floor in a certain place, and lo and behold, a stool

rose up for him.

‘It’s a nice ship,’ said the woman of metal. ‘I can

see you have put a lot of work into it. Nicely spick

and span, too.’ Then she noticed the broken whisky

glasses, which we had all forgotten. ‘Dearie me!’ she

said, before getting out of her chair and walking over

to her discovery. She held out her left arm, which

telescoped out as the hand curled up, forming a

cylinder. The offending pieces of glass were sucked

up into her hand, and then presumably up her arm

and into her body.

Challenger smiled at us. ‘What Mrs Challenger

wouldn’t give for an arm like that!’ We all laughed,

and he then asked our visitor what would happen to

the glass.

‘I will digest it,’ she replied. ‘The atoms forming

the glass will be smashed, providing me with the

energy I need to perform my functions. If I ate too

much, I would simply eject some into a suitable
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receptacle.’

I found myself liking this strange woman, with her

forthright talk of ejecting and receptacles. There was

no false modesty about her. She was very engaging,

and despite her unusual appearance, I felt myself

becoming quite smitten with her. Before my readers

throw their copy of my book down in disgust, let me

just ask them to compare the mechanical housewife

with one of my other loves, Gladys Hungerton, who

entreatied me to pursue a life of excitement, before

abandoning me for a solicitor’s clerk when I took the

time to do so! There was a sweetness about the

mechanical housewife that went beyond her pro-

gramming, and to this day, I cannot think of her

golden locks and shiny face without fondness.

She returned to her chair, where she continued to

drink her oil.

‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘how you came to be on the

Moon.’

‘We were thinking the same about you, as a matter

of fact,’ said Lord Roxton. Now we were getting

down to business, our faces had hardened a little.

Hers, of course, did not need to, being apparently

made of steel.

‘Oh, my master sent me,’ she said casually. ‘He

wanted me to look things over. He’ll be here soon.’

We Earthmen looked at each other. Who was this

master of hers, asked Challenger.

‘You’ll find out,’ she said. ‘Why are you here?’

By mutual consent, arrived at through a sequence

of nods, frowns and shrugs of the shoulders, we

elected to leave this part of the conversation to

Challenger, what with his being the King of Ell Ka-

Mar.

‘I am here in my official capacity,’ he replied, ‘as

the King of Ell Ka-Mar.’ He waited to see her reac-

tion, but predictably nothing showed upon her face.

However, I should make clear that although her face

was made of metal, it was not immobile. Her black

eyes moved around in much the same manner as a

human’s, she had little copper eyebrows which she

raised or lowered to indicate certain moods, and her

golden lips moved with a beautiful softness which

entranced us all.

‘You were the King? Did they crown you at the

last minute and send you off on a desperate mission?’

‘Why, yes,’ he said. ‘How did you know?’

‘The Master knows all. He is supremely wise and

supremely enlightened, and sometimes he chooses to

trust me with his knowledge. You must prepare your-

selves for his arrival. Soon he will be here.’

‘Certainly,’ said Challenger. ‘Would he like a glass

of whisky?’

‘You react with typical human flippancy,’ she said

with a smile. ‘But that is not a problem. Were you not

human the Master would have no interest in you.’

‘Is your master human, like us?’

‘The Master is unclassifiable. He simply is.’

‘Do you know what happened to Ell Ka-Mar?’

‘The Master knows, and if he chooses, he will tell

you.’ She was still smiling, but Challenger was not.

He clenched a fist behind his back, but he made a

commendable effort to maintain his composure. His

beard was fairly bristling with frustration.

‘Is there nothing you can tell us? What is your

name, for example?’

‘You can call me the Mechanical Housewife,’ she

replied, but before she could go on, there was a pal-

pable change in the atmosphere. Outside the ship we

could hear the first rumbles of a great thunderstorm.

The smile fell away from the Mechanical

Housewife’s face and she flew to her feet, standing to

the sharpest attention any of us had ever seen.

‘I am the Mechanical Housewife,’ she announced,

in strident tones quite different from the gentle

manner in which she had addressed us before. ‘I am

the herald of he who is to come!’

The thunderstorm outside broke with a crashing

sound that could not have been equalled by a dozen

earthbound volcanoes. Challenger jumped from his

comfortable chair and rushed to the control panel.

‘It’s the air – it’s exploding off the planet! No one

will ever breath on the Moon’s surface again!’

Roxton, Summerlee and I had taken up our rifles

once more, although I can’t say to what purpose we

were expecting to use them.

‘Prepare yourselves, humans,’ shouted the

Mechanical Housewife, ‘for the Coming of Master

Zangpan!’
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We would have prepared ourselves, if we’d known

how. We had no idea of what we were supposed to be

preparing ourselves for. Challenger took the wise

step of closing the viewing portal – the storm raging

without was doing its best to get within, and it was

unlikely that the glass would have resisted its atten-

tions much longer. We were all on our feet once

again, our guns in hand, and we backed up until we

had our backs pressed against the back wall of the

cabin, as far away as possible from the entrance, the

now-concealed viewing portal and the Mechanical

Housewife, who had started to glow and crackle with

a blue electric light.

‘Should I give her a blast of the old Winchester

fury?’ asked Lord Roxton.

He was addressing Challenger, but I answered

first. ‘No! We have no right!’

‘She could be endangering the ship,’ said

Challenger.

‘You didn’t have to let her in,’ I said, ‘and what

you said then still applies!’

‘Besides,’ interjected Professor Summerlee, ‘if

you shoot her she might just explode.’

‘Jolly good point,’ acknowledged Roxton,

although he didn’t lower his rifle. ‘But I’ll keep her

in my sights, just in case.’

I found myself fervently hoping that he wouldn’t

need to fire.

The shocking blue fire around her was intensify-

ing – it seemed to be reaching a climax – then sud-

denly a tongue of flame flickered out from the level

of her belly to the centre of the cabin, where a blue

sphere of light developed into a man-sized cocoon,

still attached to the Housewife by the crackling

umbilical. From her mouth emerged the first truly

inhuman sound we had heard her make, a metallic

scraping of iron against steel, and then the light died,

leaving us to regard the strange, strange man who

now stood inside the Rocket.

‘Sorry about the racket,’ he said, blithely oblivious

to our stupefaction as he examined the cabin. ‘And

sorry about all that Prepare for the Coming of Master

Zangpan stuff! I’m still trying to get that old pro-

gramming out of her system. She used to work for

some guy called Cosmosus, Galacto, something like

that. What was his name, Housewife?’

‘You programmed me to forget, sir.’

‘That’s the spirit, Housewife!’ He now turned his

full attention to us, after having fully examined the

interior of Challenger’s craft. ‘However, don’t

mistake the antipathy I feel towards the Mechanical

Housewife’s melodrama for a willingness to be taken

lightly. Far from it, take me very seriously indeed, at

peril of your lives.’

I was trying my best to follow his instructions, but

it must be said that Master Zangpan, for all his

impressive talk and the astonishing way in which he

arrived in the Rocket, was a less than imposing

figure. He was tall, about five feet eleven inches,

with impressively handsome oriental features, but in

other aspects, notably his clothes and hair, he was

quite peculiar.

His black hair was straight and extraordinarily

long, parted in the middle and falling in waves down

to his shoulders. I had never seen a man with such

long hair outside of an art gallery. In fairness to him,

although its style looked odd to my eyes, it was very

clean and well-coiffured. His moustaches were as

long as Lord Roxton’s were short, lushly lounging

across his upper lip before dropping down to hang

like curtains beside his firm chin. When he moved

his head they swung to and fro like dancers in the

royal ballet. As for his clothes; well, they require a

paragraph of their own!

He wore a smoking jacket, nothing out of the

ordinary there, you might think, but this particular

smoking jacket was fabricated from velvet – purple

velvet, no less – with silver stitching! The buttons,

each of them the size of a penny farthing, were also

silver. The collars of the jacket were wide enough to

moor a boat upon, and embroidered upon them, as

upon the cuffs, were the oriental symbols for yin and

yang, contained within a ring of minuscule writing.

His shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, shimmered in the

light, refusing to stay a single colour. It had the same

quality as oil floating in water beneath the sun. His

tie, fastened but loosely about his neck, was purple,

matching his jacket. Now I come to the most bizarre

The Coming of Master

Zangpan
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part of all – the trousers (if one can call them that in

decent company – and I do like to regard my readers

as decent company). Vertically striped with red and

black, they were improperly full and loose, and very

long, stretching down to cover his feet entirely

(except when he moved around, thus revealing a pair

of emerald sandals).

As I said, it was difficult to take him seriously, but

by God we tried, given the circumstances!

Challenger, probably feeling for once that he was

not the worse-dressed man in the room, took it upon

himself to be the first of us to speak. ‘Master

Zangpan, I presume?’

‘Right on the nose!’ said the strange fellow.

‘Whether you’re right as to the rest of me, I’m afraid

I’d have to check!’

‘Why are you here?’ asked Challenger, ignoring

all but the essential substance of Master Zangpan’s

reply.

‘I’m here to help, George! What do you think I’m

here for? I’m here to help you save your planet!’

He took a seat while we pondered his words. He

chose the chair with the plushest upholstery, the most

comfortable cushion and the strongest springs, i.e. he

chose Challenger’s chair, but somehow Challenger

kept the display of his irritation to a slight growl. I

resolved to take the initiative.

‘I suppose you had better have a drink, then,’ I

said.

‘Thank you, Ned, that’s very decent of you. Come

on George and John, sit with me. I love this gentle-

manly stuff. Do you have cigars, by any chance?’

I indicated that we did, and prepared new drinks

for everybody, including the Mechanical Housewife

(who whispered to me that she should be careful –

earth oil always made her tipsy). Challenger stamped

the floor in a certain place, causing another stool to

spring up. I was about to return to my chair, when he

reminded me of the cigars. I turned to get them, but

what greeted me upon my return but the fact that

Challenger had appropriated my chair! As I handed

out the cigars he studiously avoided my eye. I then

retreated to the vacant stool, sending an accusing

look towards Lord John, who shrugged. I scowled in

return. Maybe it would have been difficult for him to

stop the mighty Challenger taking my upholstered

chair, but he could have at least warned me! For all I

knew, I might now have to travel across the galaxy

on that uncomfortable wooden seat. (Future trav-

ellers in space would do well to bear in mind the irri-

tation that can be caused by the understocking of

comfortable chairs.)

Apparently ignorant of the tiny drama going on

around him, Master Zangpan was taking his first sip

of the whisky. Ever so slightly the glass was tipped

and a trickle of golden fluid passed between his lips.

Almost immediately he spat it out in disgust. ‘My

goodness,’ he said, as the Mechanical Housewife

dashed forward to wipe it from the floor and his

trousers. It didn’t stain. I briefly considered taking

her seat. ‘That must be the most revolting whisky

I’ve ever tasted!’

Professor Summerlee reached out and placed a

restraining hand on Challenger’s forearm. (Although

one can imagine how little effect it would have had

in the event of Challenger actually launching in

Master Zangpan’s direction!)

‘It is from Professor Challenger’s own distillery,’

I pointed out. ‘Possibly it has not had enough time to

mature.’

‘Yes, well,’ said Master Zangpan with a frown,

‘that could be it.’ He brightened up again as he

remembered the cigar in his hand. ‘At least I still

have this to enjoy!’ Declining to use the cutter

offered by Lord Roxton, he bit off one end of the

cigar and stuck the other end in his mouth. He

clicked two fingers to produce a flame with which he

lit the cigar. Taking one puff, he threw the cigar at the

Mechanical Housewife, who caught it and swal-

lowed it whole.

‘You didn’t like my cigar?’ said Challenger, with

barely repressed fury. ‘You didn’t like my whisky!’

The fury was not so repressed now. He got to his feet
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‘Let go of him, Challenger!’ Master Zangpan’s face

was becoming as purple as his jacket, and those

sausage-shaped fingers remained locked around his

throat, despite my pleas. The Mechanical Housewife

took up the argument.

‘Professor Challenger, I think I need to remind

you that in comparison to you and your friends,

Master Zangpan is virtually a god! What you are

doing is grossly disrespectful!’

Thus far, she met with as little success as I had.

‘It seems,’ said Challenger through gritted teeth,

‘that sometimes even a god needs to breathe!’

At this point the Mechanical Housewife lost

patience with the Professor and delivered a blow to

his neck with the edge of her hand. He sank to the

ground as Master Zangpan gasped for breath. While

the Housewife administered to the wounded throat

and pride of her master, I checked over my col-

league. He seemed to be fine – his pulse steady and

his breathing regular – save for the fact that he was

not conscious. Seeing my concern, his unlikely con-

queror informed me that he would awake within a

few minutes. This left me at ease to join Professor

Summerlee and Lord John Roxton in considering the

destination to which my mechanical sweetheart had

transported us – what Master Zangpan had called his

pad.

My first guess had been that the moustachioed

mystic had used the word ‘pad’ mistakenly to indi-

cate his home. Perhaps English was not his first lan-

guage – in fact, despite his appearance, there was as

yet no reason for any one of us to believe him human

at all, except possibly Challenger, who had looked

into two frightened eyes as his strangling grip tight-

ened. Alternatively, perhaps Zangpan was using

‘pad’ in some new sense, because ‘home’ hardly

seemed adequate for the place in which we found

ourselves.

Shall I describe it to you? I know my readers –

yes, you’ll cry, unwary of the consequences! But

sometimes even a reader should be wary, lest they

learn of something so terrible that it invades their

dream-world, makes an ungodly nest there and pre-

vents them from ever sleeping soundly again! The

dank stench of nameless horrors, the indescribable

obscenity of bawling creatures from the dark under-

belly of the universe, the monstrous gibbering insan-

ity of certain rotting otherworlds – all these things

haunt the dreams of men and women who probed too

far.

Zangpan’s World

(thus proving the inadequacy of Summerlee’s

restraint) and pointed one hamburger finger at

Master Zangpan. ‘Well, I’ve got news for you,

Mister Zangpan! I don’t like you! I don’t like your

ridiculous clothes, I don’t like your long hair and I

don’t like your drooping moustaches!’

Challenger’s ill-kept facade of civilisation was

rapidly disintegrating, as he devolved before our

eyes into the mud-fighting ape-man who persists

within each of us. In a similar situation, would we all

have behaved so? Probably not – most of us would

probably have been too frightened – but we would all

have wanted to. To disparage a man’s whisky and

cigars is to strike at his very soul!

Master Zangpan seemed impervious to

Challenger’s aural assaults. ‘Do you know what?’ he

asked, when his assailant paused for breath. ‘The

upholstery in this chair is very lumpy – do you have

another?’ At this point the redness of Professor

Challenger’s face communicated to him that some-

thing was amiss. He watched with amusement as

Professor Summerlee, Lord John Roxton and I

attempted to hold Challenger back. ‘I can see that

you are not happy here, either, George. I think we

should all go to my pad now. Housewife?’

‘Your pad?’ I panted. Holding Challenger back

was a challenge fit to have earned the Professor his

name. ‘What do you mean?’

As I spoke, blue electrical fire swept out from the

Mechanical Housewife and enveloped us all.

Shocked by this, the three of us released our hold on

Challenger, and as the cabin of the Rocket faded from

existence I saw him put his hands around Master

Zangpan’s throat.
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On the other hand, sometimes a reader should be

wary lest they learn of something so wonderful that

it makes their own life seem tawdry and threadbare

in comparison.

Zangpan’s World belongs to the latter category.

I stood on a rectangular plain, the area of which I

judged to be about one square kilometre. It was

covered with richly green lawn grass, much as one

might find on any village green in England. A few

gentle hillocks were dotted here and there to provide

variety, and to create little dells into which we could

see people going. Though some readers may not be

pleased by this revelation, not all of those people

were fully clothed. Those offended by this will prob-

ably feel modesty to be saved by the fact that those

people were not human.

Beside me lay Professor Challenger, to my left

were Master Zangpan and the Mechanical

Housewife, to my right stood Professor Summerlee

and Lord Roxton. The six of us were roughly in the

middle of the plain. It was very pleasant – the air was

fresh and fragrant of newly mown grass, the weather

was warm but not sultry. Thankfully, though, there

was no one playing cricket. That might have been too

much for us in such bizarre circumstances.

Bizarre? Yes, dear reader, bizarre, for I have not

come to the most incredible part. When I said that the

plain was a rectangle with an area of one square kilo-

metre, did you wonder what lay at the edge of that

plain? In your imagination, perhaps you placed there

a small country road, a green-leafed wood or a row

of quaint cottage houses. You would have been

wrong to do so, because at the edge of that plain

there was nothing – literally nothing. The plain was

floating in the air!

Now consider this: without moving my head one

whit I could see at least fifty more floating land-

scapes in the sky, dancing about one another like

playing cards being blown in a delicate hurricane. If

I did move my head, I could see five hundred more,

and even if I didn’t, the slow spin of the ground

beneath my feet would bring bright new slivers of

land into my sight. Each of them was different –

some were green with Earth-style trees and grass,

others seemed to be blue with rippling water, yet

others still were profligate with unexpected combi-

nations of colour of which I could make no sense –

but all had one thing in common. They were truly

beautiful. Even the buildings which I spotted on

many of the slivers were of breath-taking beauty,

seeming to grow naturally from their settings and

glittering with light. As I watched the near side of

one sliver tip up and away from us, revealing a new

and equally lovely landscape beneath, I realised that

each of these slivers had two wondrous sides. Within

my view there was enough living space for every-

body in London.

Blasphemous the thought may have been, but it

crossed my mind that Heaven would be a disap-

pointment after this.

One of the many baffling things about the dancing

slivers was that I could not place them in any

context. We were not in space, as far as I could tell –

all the slivers seemed to share one atmosphere, a fact

demonstrated as yellow beings on one patch of spiky

land called across to some similarly coloured fellows

on our patch. But then neither were we on a planet,

quite clearly. If I squinted enough to see past all of

the slivers, right at the back of them there seemed to

be a solid wall of dark blue. Looking around, and

waiting for the slivers to move enough to leave gaps,

I came to the conclusion that the entire system was

enclosed by a gigantic blue sphere. Perhaps we were

actually inside a hollowed-out planet! I resolved to

consult Master Zangpan on the matter as soon as he

came to his senses.

I doubt if I need to describe the conversation held

by Roxton, Summerlee and myself at that point – you

can imagine how the three of us were completely

flabbergasted, barely able to string a few words

together to make a sentence. Eventually Professor

Summerlee said something worth reporting.

‘Do you see over there?’ Roxton and I followed

the line of his pointed finger until our eyes came to

rest on a pleasant looking piece of land a couple of

kilometres above our heads. ‘I do believe that those

fellows are human.’

Squinting as best I could, I was unable to come to

any firm conclusion. ‘In these surroundings I am

unwilling to discount any possibility,’ I said. ‘They

might be men like us, or members of Zangpan’s race,

whatever that may be.’

‘We do not yet know that he is not human,’

pointed out Summerlee.

‘Oh, I’m human, all right,’ said a weary and sore

voice. Master Zangpan had awoke. ‘More than that,

I’m from Earth – and not all humans do come from

Earth.’ He got to his feet, rubbing his tender throat.

‘The people you can see around you in Zangpan’s

World are the citizens of time and space! They are all

beautiful – on the inside, that is – people who I have

allowed to share the wonders of my domain! Do you

like it?’

‘Like is hardly an appropriate word,’ I said. ‘This

place is incredible.’

I would have continued in a similar vein, but
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Summerlee showed more interest in getting to the

bottom of the whole thing. He made me feel some-

what guilty – I am the journalist of the group after

all! ‘Where are we?’ he asked. ‘What is this place?

We have a lot of questions, Master Zangpan.’

‘If your friend hadn’t tried to strangle me,

Professor Summerlee, I would already have begun to

answer them. Speaking of that brutish man, is

Challenger awake yet, Housewife?’

She went over and gave him a gentle kick, pro-

ducing a groan from the supine investigator.

‘Good, good,’ said Zangpan. ‘Give him another

kick if you like – that would certainly make me feel

better.’ It seemed the Housewife could tell he was

joking, as she didn’t take him up on the offer. ‘Would

all of you like a drink? Personally, I need to wash the

taste of Challenger’s abominable whisky out of my

mouth.’ Without really waiting for an answer, he

clicked his fingers, causing what would best be

described as a cake trolley to appear beside us. I hes-

itated in calling it a cake trolley for two reasons. The

first is that it bore no cakes, or at least nothing that I

recognised as cakes. It did, however, bear a wide

selection of colourful drinks. The second reason is

that it had a mechanical head at one end and seemed

to be self-powered.

‘Master Zangpan, sir! Welcome back, sir, we all

missed you very much here!’ I suppose I should have

been surprised to encounter a talking cake trolley, but

as Roxton said to Challenger, the twelfth marvel of

the day always impresses less than the first. Of

course, when calculating the impression made by a

new marvel, one must take account of what preceded

it, and I’m afraid that a talking cake trolley seemed

sorry indeed in comparison with the floating plains

of Zangpan’s World.

We selected our drinks with the trolley’s help,

although we four travellers all elected for non-alco-

holic beverages – we had all drunk enough for one

day, and even Summerlee and I were starting to feel

the consequences. Professor Challenger was now on

his feet again and had happily refrained from once

more attacking Master Zangpan (striving to compre-

hend the nature of his surroundings was occupying

all his attention, although he did take the time to dis-

tance himself from the Mechanical Housewife).

‘Would you like food?’ asked Master Zangpan. ‘I

don’t mean to be rude, but you all look like you could

use it.’

I was beginning to feel very tired – in fact, it

struck me at that point that almost twenty-four hours

must have passed since we took off from

Challenger’s back garden. It had been a very long

day, and only Roxton had slept in that time – unless

you count Challenger’s enforced unconsciousness as

sleep. Having a good round meal and then dozing off

on the oh-so-soft ground seemed like a very attrac-

tive proposition.

Seeing that all of us would like food very much,

Master Zangpan pointed at the ground. ‘Eat the

grass.’

The four of us answered in bewildered unison.

‘Eat the grass?’

‘Certainly,’ answered Zangpan. ‘The grass has

been specially engineered, not only for comfort and

fragrance, but also for nutritional value and taste.

Believe me, you’ll find it most delicious.’ To demon-

strate, he reached down, plucked a handful of green

blades, and placed them in his mouth. There was

silence for a moment as we watched him take his

time over his grass – he was obviously determined to

savour every mastication. Eventually he swallowed,

with pleasure written all over his face. ‘I know you

have many, many questions, but right now you all

need to eat and sleep. I’ll leave the Mechanical

Housewife with you for the night, to help with any

problems and to keep the sightseers away.’

‘Sightseers?’ asked Challenger, suspiciously.

‘Yes,’ answered the Zangpan with amused frank-

ness. ‘Sightseers. You and your friends are celebrities

here. In terms of Earth’s chronology, you are the first

men to walk on the Moon! The first men to even

leave the planet! And certainly the first men to visit

Zangpan’s World!’

‘But what about you?’ I asked. ‘You said that you

were from Earth.’

‘And so I was, dear Ned, originally, but I’m from

the future so I don’t count.’

With that parting shot he left us with the

Mechanical Housewife and the talking trolley. She

encouraged us to fill our bellies with the grass, and

after overcoming our initial reluctance we did so. It

probably isn’t necessary for me to attempt to

describe the felicitous textures and tastes that greeted

my tongue with every mouthful. In fact, I would be

committing a grand disservice to you, for without

wishing to give offence to the hard-working house-

wives, kitchen staff and chefs of Great Britain, I can

say in total confidence that you will never eat any-

thing so good.

After eating we stretched ourselves out on the

grass, which revealed itself as a bed the equal in

quality of the meal it had earlier been. The light

around us seemed to dim, and Challenger and the

others soon dropped off. But I found myself lying on

my side, peering through the darkness at the lovely
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(to my eyes) form of the Mechanical Housewife. I

felt a twinge of jealousy as I watched the trolley

offering her a glass of his oil, but I felt bizarre joy as

she shooed him away and said for him to return in the

morning.

I closed my eyes, feeling that in general matters

were in a state of equilibrium, even if they were not

positively in my favour. Then the balance shifted. I

heard mechanical footsteps approaching me, a

mechanical body lying down next to mine, and even-

tually I felt – not mechanical – but soft, warm lips

kissing mine. I opened my eyes and looked into the

expressive black ones of the Mechanical Housewife.

‘Your lips, they aren’t cold,’ I whispered. I hoped

the others were asleep.

‘They are composed of gold heated to a semi-

liquid state. Special programming ensures that they

are warm, but not too hot, and flexible enough to

provide emphasis when I speak-’

‘And softness when you kiss?’

‘That’s right, Malone.’ She did it again.

‘You can call me Ned.’

‘Are you sure? I have observed that the use of first

names seems to cause irritation among the members

of your group. Especially when Master Zangpan

does it.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ I laughed (quietly, of

course). ‘That’s because we prefer to reserve the use

of our first names for more intimate relations.’

She was puzzled now. ‘But you’ve known me for

less than a day. Professor Challenger and the others

have been your companions through so many adven-

tures. How can you be more intimate with me than

with them?’

I lifted myself up on one elbow, angry. ‘What are

you trying to say about me? Just because the four of

us travel without women aboard doesn’t mean-’

‘Ned, shush! You’ll wake your friends!’ It was true

– Challenger was beginning to groan threateningly –

but I felt very upset with her. ‘Lie back down. This is

very silly of you.’ I followed her instructions, and she

placed one hand upon my brow. It was warm, but

hard. ‘There is no reason for sensitivity in such

matters here. Last time anyone counted, more than

fifty races were represented on Zangpan’s World, and

between them they make use of every bi-polar

gender combination you could imagine!’

‘Well, you should still respect our sensitivity in the

matter.’ The stroking of my brow and the way she

kissed me at the end of each sentence were doing

much to mollify me, but I still felt somewhat prickly.

‘In any case, I can’t imagine very many combina-

tions. And I’ll stick to the one I’m familiar with, if

that’s all right with you.’

‘Oh Ned, you silly Earthman, it was you that

brought sex into this in the first place, not me.’ I tried

to disguise the fact that her frank use of such an

explicit term had rather startled me, lest she think me

an incorrigibly backward type of fellow. ‘I’m talking

about friendship. Why do you all keep each other at

arm’s length? Why are you all so formal with each

other?’

I tried to give the matter serious consideration, but

her delightful kisses were taking up rather too much

of my brain-space. ‘It’s not just a question of formal-

ity – it’s also a matter of dignity and respect for each

other. It permits us to work together without embar-

rassment.’ That was as far as I could go before giving

up to her embraces. Unfortunately, intrigued by what

I had said, she chose that moment to cease her atten-

tions and lie back on the grass.

‘I think I understand what you mean. By working

your problems and arguments out within a for-

malised framework, which is, one might say, a sym-

bolic arena, you are able to fight your battles and

resolve your conflicts without causing wounds or

hurt to each other’s fundamental being. Very inter-

esting.’

‘Mmm,’ I agreed, wishing she’d get back to the

job she had abandoned.

‘But does it really work?’

‘I suppose so,’ I said musingly, as I ventured to

kiss her on one shiny cheek. ‘We’re all still friends.’

‘You must be right,’ she said. ‘Otherwise Master

Zangpan would not have chosen you for the

mission.’

Before I was able to ask what she meant by that

she pulled me to her and kissed me languidly. When

that kiss ended, she got to her feet, helped me to rise

and led me to one of the dells I had previously

noticed. I was a little hesitant in following her,

although I honestly believe that fear was not an issue.

For one thing, I really did need to sleep, but the meal

of grass had pepped up my energy somewhat, and in

any case the others, I reasoned, wouldn’t mind if I

slept late in the morning – in view of the circum-

stances.
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‘Listen up,’ said Master Zangpan. ‘I shall begin by

answering a few of your inevitably tedious and

mundane questions about myself and my world.

When your brains catch up with your bodies I shall

tell you of the quest on which you must embark. And

embark upon it you must. Or I shall kill you.’

By the time I had opened my eyes the following

morning, the Mechanical Housewife was gone. I pre-

sumed that not requiring sleep she had become bored

while I partook of it. Hearing the Challenger bellow

on the other side of the hill, I pulled my clothes back

on and ran over to rejoin the group. Challenger stood

there, hands on hips, while Summerlee and Lord

John sat on the ground, idly chewing on grass as they

waited for the Housewife to turn up. I fancied that a

dark look passed between the three of them as they

saw me approach.

‘Enjoy yourself?’ asked Challenger.

‘A gentleman shouldn’t ask that of a friend,’ I

replied.

‘Whoever said I was a gentleman?’ he replied, and

the others laughed.

‘In that case, I’ll say that a gentleman will not

answer.’

‘In my opinion,’ said Professor Summerlee, ‘a

gentleman marries before behaving in the manner

you did last night.’

I offered him a clenched fist. ‘Show me a church

that will marry me to the Mechanical Housewife and

I’ll have the banns read tomorrow!’

‘Don’t get so indignant,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘He’s

only jealous, young fellah-my-lad! She’s a very

sweet lady, and I think every one of us has a soft spot

for her.’

He was trying to make light of the little confronta-

tion, but I felt that the smiles of Challenger and

Summerlee were not particularly sincere.

The lady in question arrived before long. Ignorant,

wilfully or not, of the knotty atmosphere that sur-

rounded our little gang of irregulars, she bid us good

morning and took us straight to a place where we

were able to shower and groom – special cleaning

machines even washed and pressed our suits as we

did so. She then brought us to this place.

‘As you have discovered this morning, transporta-

tion between the slivers is virtually instantaneous.

You need merely resolve to travel, and mentally-

attuned robots will sense and take action upon your

decision.’

‘What the devil is a robot ?’ demanded Challenger.

‘It, or he, or she, is a thinking machine,’ replied the

Mechanical Housewife. ‘Such as myself, for

instance. The word was first used by a

Czechoslovakian writer, Karel Capek, after being

invented by his brother. Devils do not enter into it.’

I mentioned that I had not heard of the writer –

surprisingly, as I fondly imagined myself a connois-

seur of the European literatures.

‘He created the term in 1920,’ smiled Master

Zangpan, ‘when the lovely play Rossum’s Universal

Robots made him famous. I imagine that your puny

human minds are confused in no slight fashion by

my mysterious talk of the future. Like a doctor of the

soul, I can alleviate your derangement, the tonic I

prescribe for your bafflement being an explanation of

the nature of Zangpan’s World! However,’ said the

mysterious Master, ‘you must return the gobstoppers

when we are done!’

Summerlee and Lord John shrugged at each other,

while Challenger and I partook of frowning.

The room in which we sat was one of many in a

complex housing the work of two of Master

Zangpan’s friends – a pair of engineers by the names

of Klothe (pronounced Klo-Ter, though he said that

if we wished to say it differently there was no reason

why we should not) and Melenkius. The former was

tall and thin, the latter short and chubby, but both

looked reasonably human. They wore matching

habits, akin to those of the monk, but with deep

pockets overflowing with technical gadgets. They

nodded in jolly confirmation of Zangpan’s words.

‘His words are incontrovertible,’ said Klothe.

‘And wholly unbelievable, you may think,’ said

Melenkius.

‘And yet, they are true,’ continued Klothe. ‘Let

me expand.’

He waved us to the seats. and his partner elected

to remain standing. This particular room was quite

small, although it accommodated all eight people

easily. It was only small in comparison to the other

rooms in the complex, some of which could have

accommodated Challenger’s Rocket three times over,

if they had not been full to the rafters with electrical

and mechanical junk! Having selected a seat which

Some Unpleasantness
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looked friendly enough, I was surprised to find it

squirming beneath me as I lowered myself into it.

However, once I was sitting, it stopped moving

around and proved to be quite comfortable. Master

Zangpan explained that the chairs automatically

adjusted themselves to suit whoever or whatever sat

in them. Professor Challenger noted with glee that

they were not actually as comfortable as our own

upholstered chairs in the Rocket, and the taller of the

two engineers explained that to be the price the

chairs paid for their adaptability. Neither he nor

Roxton nor Summerlee seemed very comfortable

with the situation, never mind the chairs. They

seemed to be whispering to each other and exchang-

ing nods and frowns in a conversation from which I

was excluded. Their comportment had certainly

changed since I had left them the previous evening,

and it couldn’t be put down entirely to jealousy. I had

the very strong feeling that prior to my awakening

the morning had seen a conversation of some signif-

icance.

Once all were settled Klothe resumed his explana-

tion.

‘Zangpan’s World is like the blind idiot god

Azathoth, in that it is co-terminous and co-existent

with all points in time and space. Don’t ask how that

works exactly, because, to be frank, it is a bit of a

mystery to us all. However, what it means is this:

from this domain it is possible to exit to anywhere in

time and space. Isn’t that incredible!?!’

Melenkius took up the story with equal enthusi-

asm. ‘In theory, that’s fine, but in practice it would be

a bit awkward, with people meeting their grand-

mothers and so on. Therefore, although the Doors of

Time exist, for the sake of convenience Master

Zangpan keeps them locked.’

Master Zangpan now spoke himself. ‘This place

was created in the later part of the twentieth century

as a result of certain tantric experiments I had been

conducting. It is a dimension unto itself, or unto

myself, as it stems from my godlike abilities. Once I

had opened up what I call the Zang Dimension the

internal chronology of the place kicked off and I let

folks come to visit.’

‘We were among the first to arrive,’ said

Melenkius. ‘We set up the slivers and created the

atmosphere. After that, there was plenty of room for

everyone.’

A question came to mind, though Challenger

sneered as I asked it. ‘What lies beyond the blue

sphere?’ I didn’t understand his attitude. Surely he

was as interested in the answer as I?

Klothe replied, ‘More of the same. This realm is

infinite, as is the number of slivers within it. The blue

sphere simply marks the edge of the inhabited area.

Its purpose is purely psychological, to stop people

worrying about what is out there.’

‘When, of course,’ said Melenkius, ‘there’s

nothing out there at all, except undeveloped slivers.

When there are new arrivals, slivers beyond the wall

are programmed to their specifications. When the

people are ready to move in, we expand the sphere to

enclose their new homes.’

‘Most of the inhabitants on Zangpan’s World, like

the divine Master Zangpan, are from the late twenti-

eth century, but there are a few exceptions.’

To me Klothe’s words seemed innocuous enough,

but they had an extraordinary effect upon

Challenger.

‘You make occasional exceptions, you say! When

it suits, you pluck innocent travellers from their

rightful place in time and space!’

‘Professor Challenger,’ said Melenkius, his round

face showing concern, ‘surely no one is here but of

their own accord?’ When his only reply was a con-

temptuous snarl, he turned to Master Zangpan. ‘Is

this true?’

The Zangpan shrugged. ‘It is of no consequence.

Or rather, the fact that they had no choice is of no

consequence. The fact of their being here, as you

know, is of very great consequence indeed.’

‘Even so,’ said Klothe, ‘we must protest.’

‘Be my guest,’ said Master Zangpan to them,

before loosing a grim smile upon the rest of us. ‘And

of course, that applies to all of you. Literally.’

At his words, a shadow fell across my heart. Had

I misjudged our hosts so terribly? It had become

quite clear that my companions believed so, to the

point where they had neglected to include me in their

counsel. For one horrible moment, as I watched my

friends spring into action on a nod from Challenger,

I was forked upon the horns of a dilemma.

But it was just one moment, and the very next saw

me putting all my strength at the disposal of the

British cause. As Challenger leapt upon Master

Zangpan I rushed to the Mechanical Housewife to

prevent her from taking a part in the conflict.

Doubtless she could have brushed me aside had she

wished, but not without doing me injury. Our night

together had evidently meant as much to her as it still

did to me.

In the meantime, Summerlee and Roxton had

seized hold of the two engineers, who were flustered

and rather shocked by the sudden violence of our

actions. They calmed down once it became clear that

Challenger wasn’t actually attempting to kill Master



Zangpan.

‘Summerlee,’ said Challenger. ‘Leave those two to

Lord Roxton and help me tie up this rascal.’ Together

they tore strips from Master Zangpan’s jacket and

bound him to the chair. This caused a solitary tear to

trickle down his cheek.

‘You ruffians,’ he said bitterly. ‘What a waste of a

beautiful jacket! You couldn’t use Melenkius’s habit,

could you? Oh no, it had to be my favourite purple

smoker!’

‘Be quiet!’ ordered Challenger, waving a meaty

fist in the finely cut face. The Mechanical Housewife

made a move, but I responded in kind, holding my

ground.

‘It’s all right,’ I assured her. ‘No one will be hurt.

We just want to sort everything out. I’m sure there’s

been a terrible misunderstanding.’

Soon Klothe and Melenkius had also been tied to

chairs, and Challenger made sure that the

Mechanical Housewife knew that if she tried to make

a move he’d get to Master Zangpan first. But in all

honesty, she didn’t seem particularly distressed by

the unpleasantness. I told myself that it was because

she knew us all to be decent and honourable men.

Finally, Challenger was satisfied with the new

seating arrangements. He paced up and down before

his captives, obviously undecided on the next step.

I was first to break the silence. ‘What’s this all

about, Challenger?’

‘Don’t you understand, Malone?’ A pair of eyes

that would have paused Beowulf did not hide their

suspicion. I half-expected him to have me bound

with the others. ‘Are your eyes so closed to what has

happened? Love is truly blind, then.’

‘No, I do not understand. Maybe if you had invited

me to your conference this morning I would.’

‘Your invitation was destroyed at your own

tawdry hands when you spent the night cavorting

with the enemy!’

‘The enemy?’ I looked at the grim faces of my

companions. ‘Do you go along with this, Lord

Roxton?’ If the Mechanical Housewife had seemed

undistressed before, that was not now the case. Her

flexible features showed hurt.

He shrugged. ‘Let Professor Challenger explain. It

makes pretty good sense.’

Master Zangpan chose this moment to speak.

‘Yes, let Professor Challenger explain. Let him

explain why he is abusing my hospitality so! Let him

explain why he is acting like such an oaf! And let

him explain why he ruined my best purple jacket!’

‘Don’t listen to him, Malone,’ said Challenger.

‘That’s the way they work, lulling us into a sense of

false security. That’s why he sent his mechanical

whore to you last night!’

I saw red at his words and would have landed a

punch upon his gargoyle face if Professor

Summerlee had not placed himself between us.

‘Come on,’ he said to Challenger, ‘don’t you think

that’s a little strong? Apologise to Malone and the

Mechanical Housewife.’

‘I stand by my words,’ said Challenger staunchly.

I swear that in my life I had never hated anyone

more, but I forced myself to consider his words.

After all, we were in unfamiliar territory and he was

our leader. Summerlee saw that I was ready to listen.

‘Just get to the point,’ he said to Challenger. ‘Tell

him what you told us.’

Challenger met my cold hard stare for a moment

before commencing. ‘Why are we here, Malone?

They brought us here, didn’t they? We have already

established that we were, in fact, kidnapped. The

question is why. Why was the Mechanical

Housewife on the Moon? Why did Master Zangpan

come there? Why did they kidnap us? Do you have

an answer?’

I indicated that I did not. I suppose that I had put

it all down to coincidence.

‘The answer is quite clear to me – we were kid-

napped because we were the only people in the

normal universe to know of one of the most heinous

crimes of the century! We were kidnapped because

we were about to search for clues regarding the

destruction of Ell Ka-Mar. Dear Malone, we were

kidnapped because, and I do not say this lightly, we

were going to discover that Master Zangpan

destroyed the Moon !’

I gaped in astonishment.

‘He has confined us here to ensure that no one

ever bears witness to his villainy! In all probability,

when we arrived the Mechanical Housewife was

searching for survivors, to finish them off. A clean-

ing-up operation, so to speak. The Housewife

persona is nothing but a sick joke.’

Summerlee saw that I was shaken. He put a hand

upon my shoulder. ‘You have to admit it makes

sense, son.’ It certainly did, except for one thing – I

couldn’t believe my steel-worked sweetheart capable

of such atrocity. Master Zangpan, on the other

hand… well, one should never trust a man whose

trousers are wider than his head.

I turned to the Mechanical Housewife and looked

into her eyes. ‘Is it true?’

A trickle of oil ran from one steel eye’s span.

‘How can you ask that of me?’

‘Ask yourself this, Malone, and then ask her,’ said
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Challenger. ‘Why did she seduce you? And it was a

seduction, I have no doubt. She came to you in the

night, despite the fact that you had hardly spoken to

her – and you had certainly made no confession of

love.’

It was a valid question, I realised. I had never

questioned her affection before. Perhaps it was

because she was mechanical. I had assumed it was

part of her programming to be friendly.

‘You think your questions are so profound,’ she

said angrily to Challenger. His apparently ironclad

accusations had pierced her steel heart. ‘But the

answer is actually quite simple. I fell in love with

you years ago, Malone, when I read your novels.’

‘Is it possible?’ I was dumbfounded, not for the

first or the last time that week. ‘I have not written

any novels.’

Klothe piped up, ‘She’s from the future, remem-

ber.’

‘That changes nothing,’ maintained Challenger.

‘Master Zangpan must answer the charges I have

placed before him.’

‘Very well, Challenger,’ said Master Zangpan.

‘Those charges will be answered. But not by me. I

would have preferred to keep this from you, so that

you could have performed your mission with clear

conscience-’

‘The mission!’ I said, remembering the

Housewife’s slip the night before.

As Master Zangpan spoke, we watched in amaze-

ment as his moustaches lengthened, assuming the

aspect of two strange black sinuous tentacles. They

extended until they reached the bonds which held

him in the chair, and untied him.

‘A skill I learnt from a great-uncle of mine, Master

Longbrows,’ he said to our amazed expressions. ‘A

lovely old man, he used to fight demons with his eye-

brows near the Mystic Mountains.’ He got to his feet,

shrugging off his shredded jacket and looking regally

resplendent in his shimmering shirt and enormous

trousers. He walked up to Challenger and stared him

in the eye.

‘By your arrogant and boorish behaviour you have

forced this upon me, though foolish compassion had

made me wish to spare you the pain. I no longer

believe I owe you that level of consideration. You

will have to live with your crimes.’

‘What do you mean by that, you preposterous

buffoon?’ said Challenger, raising himself to his

fullest height. ‘Your ridiculous attempts to confuse

the issue are pointless. I am guilty of nothing but

pride and excellence! You are a mad dictator and a

vicious killer, and though it should take my life to do

it I will make you pay!’

‘On the contrary,’ said Master Zangpan, with

sadness despite the invective piled upon him.

‘Professor George Edward Challenger, King of Ell

Ka-Mar, by the powers vested in me as ruler of

Zangpan’s World I charge you with the murder of the

Moon!’

Challenger looked to us in horror. ‘This cannot be!

I did nothing, I was their King! I loved them, as they

loved me!’ There were tears in his eyes, and as he fell

to his knees in despair we rushed to his side. Could it

be true? Challenger’s grief-stricken reaction made

me wonder. I looked to the Mechanical Housewife

for assistance. She passed me a handkerchief for

Challenger.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said softly, ‘but it is true.

Challenger was responsible for the annihilation of

Ell Ka-Mar.’ I couldn’t believe my ears.

‘No!’ screamed Challenger, like a wounded bull

protesting against the sword through its heart.

I looked to Klothe and Melenkius – even they had

freed themselves from Challenger’s carefully tied

knots. ‘You showed concern for us before, when you

learnt that we were kidnapped. Is this true?’

They regarded each other, nodded, then turned

back to me. It was Melenkius who spoke. ‘I’m very

much afraid that it is, Mister Malone.’ I shook my

head in disbelief. Was there no escape from this

nightmare?

‘What’s more, my dears,’ said Klothe, ‘Challenger

must pay for his crime in blood.’
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‘Now that the sailboats of anger lie becalmed upon

the ocean of your passions,’ said Master Zangpan, ‘I

shall explain why you’re here. Something, note you,

that I was in the middle of doing when you so rudely

assaulted us. That wasn’t cool, guys, but I’ll forgive

you this time.’

We had all sat back down, even Challenger having

regained his composure (though he was clearly still

an unhappy man), while our host had stepped before

us to deliver his lecture. The drinks trolley had

finally turned up, full of apologies about not being

there when we woke and going on about ‘some

rowdy Dra-wak-oos’, whatever they were. With a

glass in my hand, whisky in my belly and the

Mechanical Housewife starting to smile at me again,

things weren’t looking quite so bleak. The matter of

Challenger’s crime and punishment still concerned

me, of course.

Master Zangpan asked Challenger to tell him all

he knew about Ell Ka-Mar, and my friend meekly did

as he was told, describing his arrival there, his stay

and his coronation. Master Zangpan nodded sagely

throughout.

‘As I suspected,’ he pronounced, once Challenger

had finished. ‘They told you nothing of their immi-

nent doom until the last minute, and even then all

you learnt was that a force of some kind was coming

for them.

‘I think it’s time for all you old-time Earthmen to

learn something of the true history of Ell Ka-Mar.

This may shock you, but it was a colony of escaped

slaves. They established themselves there about one

hundred years before you discovered them,

Challenger. Everything on they created on the Moon

was grey for one reason – camouflage. They knew

they were lost if anybody noticed them. For the same

reason they lived a manifestly low-tech existence.

Their erstwhile owners were monitoring your solar

system, among others, searching for signs of Ell Ka-

Mar. Unfortunately, Challenger my friend, you led

the villainous bunch of no-good slavers straight to

the kindly Ka-Marians! As soon as you arrived on

their world they knew the game was up. Their calcu-

lations had indicated that the first humans would not

reach the Moon until the 1960s or the 1970s – your

precocious intelligence cost them their home!’

‘Damnation!’ said Challenger. ‘What a fool I’ve

been. I should have known. The sadness in their eyes

when they looked at me – I thought it was an appeal.

It was not. It was the sadness of one who regards his

executioner and forgives him for what he does.’

Professor Summerlee spoke up. ‘But there is no

reason to punish Challenger for those events! He

could not possibly have known the consequences of

his actions. In fact, why didn’t they just shoo him

away, instead of making him welcome?’

‘Shooing him away would have done no good at

all. They knew that their slave-masters would rou-

tinely investigate any interplanetary travel whatso-

ever, and they knew it was the end of their little

dream of freedom. They made Challenger welcome

and they made him their King so that somebody

would remember the peaceful life they had enjoyed.’

‘So why punish Challenger?’ asked I.

Master Zangpan shrugged. ‘Punishment is not

really the word. Challenger created a very heated

atmosphere just now, and my response to that was ill-

befitting. I was carried away by a lust for verbal

vengeance! However, there is something he can do

for the people of Ell Ka-Mar. Remember the quest of

which your friend Aikor spoke? Fellow humans, you

may yet make the attempt!’

‘I would have done anything for them. I still will,’

said Challenger sadly. He sighed profoundly. ‘You

were not right to keep the knowledge of my guilt

from me – though it will weigh heavily upon my con-

science, that is only just. Nevertheless, your motives

were pure. I apologise most fully for my suspicions

of you. You are a generous and noble man, with, if I

may say so, the most incredible moustaches. I will

replace your fine jacket at the first opportunity. And

what can I say to you, Mechanical Housewife? I

know that nothing will ever make up for the slander-

ous and despicable things I said about you and your

relations with Malone. The shame of my words will

always haunt me, but please accept my apologies and

my promise that if you should ever choose to marry

my young friend I should be proud to be best man.’

Reparations and

Preparations
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His hangdog eyes ached with sincerity, and she

received his bow with gratitude.

‘Don’t get carried away,’ said Lord Roxton to

Challenger. ‘There would be two other candidates for

that position, you know!’

We all laughed, until Challenger spoke sadly once

more. ‘Indeed you are right, Lord John, for I do not

feel at all like the best man among us at this moment.

The death of a world, the suspicion of a gentleman

and the slander of a lady all hang upon me. Master

Zangpan, you said there remained an action which I

could perform for my people. Pray tell of its nature,

though I wish so powerfully that I had been able to

do something before they died, rather than now, as

they lie incinerated among the ashes of their home.’

‘Before they died?’ said Master Zangpan. ‘Forgive

me for what may seem an insensitive question, but

are you under the impression that the people of Ell

Ka-Mar are dead?’

‘But of course,’ said Challenger. ‘You saw the

wreckage of their world, or least your proxy, the

Mechanical Housewife, did.’

‘Challenger, I think you had better pour yourself

another glass of whisky! Your people are not dead.

Their home has been destroyed, and will never be the

same, but they survive! Their masters would not

have destroyed such valuable property – they

reclaimed it, and took the Ka-Marians back to their

home-world!’

‘My God!’ said Summerlee.

‘Can it be true?’ said Challenger, his overcast fea-

tures clearing to let the sun shine through.

‘I swear that it is,’ said Master Zangpan gravely.

‘They live, but they are returned to a state of

bondage, treated as little more than cattle. Their

culture and their science is ignored as they are sent

into dangerous mines or used in grotesque experi-

ments.’

Lord John Roxton got to his feet. ‘Challenger, it is

your duty to lead us in their rescue!’

Challenger pursed those lamb-chop lips, frowned

and then nodded, ‘I know my duty better than any of

you. When I announced my assumption of the throne

to the people of London, they regarded it as at best a

joke, at worst the ravings of a deluded madman. Yet

to me the matter was never less than serious. And

now we have learnt of the part I played in my

people’s downfall, my actions must lend their

support to my good intentions. However, this could

be extremely dangerous, a virtual suicide mission,

and I cannot ask you to come with me.’

It was bizarre to see Challenger, a man who had

always been at odds with everyone and everything

on his home planet, demonstrating such an emotional

attachment to an alien people. If he took all his

responsibilities so seriously, why did his wife spend

so much time with no one but the butler for

company? Perhaps in Ell Ka-Mar, for the first time in

his life, he felt fully at ease with himself and with

others, appreciated for his intelligence, rather than

derided for it.

‘If you don’t ask us to accompany you,’ said Lord

Roxton to Challenger, ‘you should prepare to fight a

duel this very instant! Dare you belittle the courage

of your comrades by refusing to lead us into a little

bit of danger?’

‘Quite right,’ said Professor Summerlee drily, ‘and

it’s not as if you ever hesitated to land us in trouble

before.’

The preparations for the flight went quickly.

Master Zangpan and the Mechanical Housewife

briefed us on what we could expect to encounter on

our journey and upon our arrival. As we were

attempting to absorb all that information, Klothe and

Melenkius were working night and day on the

Rocket. They transported her from the surface of the

Moon to one of their many gigantic workshops,

where they proceeded to strip her down to the bare

bones. Challenger expressed a few reservations as

they began, but a few choice intimations of the

rebuilt ship’s abilities were enough to reassure him.

Soon the day came for us to leave. Master Zangpan

and the Mechanical Housewife would not be accom-

panying us, due to the danger of messing up the time-

stream, and so on the night before there had been

much drinking of whisky and singing of songs. Later

into the night, the Housewife and I had bid each

other many tender farewells. When I awoke she was

still there, having spent the night recording my sleep

for future recollection.

‘Take good care of yourself,’ she said as I dressed.

‘I’ve got a good reason to.’

A few minutes later we were with Challenger and

the others on the launch-pad. This was a sliver with

a firm surface, ideal for landing and taking-off. At

one end was a small building, which Klothe

explained to contain the apparatus required for

getting spacecraft into and out of Zangpan’s World.

The plan was for us to power up on the launch-pad

and get all the systems up and running, before being

transported into real space.

‘Good luck to you all,’ said Master Zangpan. ‘You

have a dangerous time ahead of you.’

‘It’s a shame you can’t drop us off a little closer to

our destination,’ I said.

‘Agreed,’ said Zangpan, ‘but our reasons for not



doing so are excellent. At present your enemies know

nothing of Zangpan’s World, and I don’t want that to

change, at least for the moment. More important,

though, is the question of my role in the cosmos. I’m

not a god, I’m a man with some funky powers and a

groovy pad, and I don’t want to over-reach myself. I

have reached a level of cosmic awareness which

permits me to realise that although my home gives

me virtually infinite power, my wisdom is not far

from being finite. I can’t just move people around in

real space as if they were chess pieces, much less do

so in my own historical past.’

‘But you did made an exception for us,’ said

Professor Summerlee. ‘You did interfere.’

‘Yes,’ replied Zangpan. ‘Against my own better

judgement, I decided to take the risk. As for chang-

ing history, well, I learnt at school that the first man

on the Moon was an American, Neil Armstrong.

Once the Mechanical Housewife found you there, I

knew that either the time-stream had changed as a

result of somebody else’s intervention, or, more

likely, that the history I knew was not the full story. I

felt that there was an opening for a bit of creative

assistance.’

‘We’re very grateful,’ said Challenger. ‘The

changes you’ve made to our ship will make our task

merely difficult, where before it would have been

impossible.’

‘Will we ever see you again?’ I may have been

asking Master Zangpan, but my eyes were on the

Mechanical Housewife.

‘I dare say you will,’ said he. ‘She wouldn’t

forgive me if you didn’t. And when you next drop by,

bring the Ka-Marians with you. I imagine they’ll be

needing a place to stay.’

Professor Challenger reached out and shook his

hand. ‘Your heart is as large as your trousers,’ he said

solemnly. I don’t think he intended to make every-

body laugh, but that was the way it worked out.

Challenger led the way into the Rocket, which

despite all the marvellous modifications we’d heard

about, looked pretty similar to the way she had two

and a half weeks ago in Challenger’s garden.

Professor Summerlee and Lord Roxton followed him

inside, bidding farewell to our friends from

Zangpan’s World. I was the last to get on board, after

saying a fond goodbye to the Mechanical Housewife.

Back inside the spaceship all of us save

Challenger settled into our comfortable upholstered

chairs. Our fearless leader was at the console,

waiting for a signal from Klothe and Melenkius.

‘It’s good to be back,’ said Lord Roxton. We all

agreed heartily. Though I would miss the Mechanical

Housewife, it really was pleasant to return to famil-

iar surroundings. What a contrast to the first time I

entered the ship! Zangpan’s World had been beauti-

ful, but all that spinning around did make me dizzy

at times! (The Mechanical Housewife had told me to

stop being silly – did I realise how quickly Great

Britain spins around? At a rate of about seventeen

hundred kilometres an hour. So it’s psychological, I

said to her. Point taken – but please take the trouble

to inform my stomach next time it tries to do a

double flip!)

The signal must have come, because Challenger

switched on the engines. He turned to us and asked if

we were ready to go.

Confirmation of readiness was given by all. As the

portal into normal space began to open up before the

spacecraft, I asked Challenger, ‘Don’t you need to

close the viewing window?’

‘Previously that would have been the case,’ he

replied. ‘However, you have drawn attention to one

of the many improvements made by those master

engineers, Klothe and Melenkius, to the ship. The

reinforced glass of the window has been replaced

with a material concocted in their laboratories which

provides us with protection from cosmic rays and the

glare of the sun, as well as a beautiful view.’

‘So long as we are in a beautiful place,’ observed

Summerlee.

A few seconds later we were, after Challenger set

full steam ahead and took the Rocket into the space

between the stars. To one side was the Moon, to the

other the Earth, and dead ahead was the glittering

and treacherous star which honour made our destina-

tion.

44 Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction 2004/1



Editorial  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .2

PROFESSOR CHALLENGER IN SPACE, PART II  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

Scenes Relating to an Assault on Planet 93  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3

How the Assault Commenced, and the Terrible Way in Which It Concluded  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .8

‘Bring Me the Head of George Edward Challenger!’  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12

How to Get Ahead in Space  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15

Flies in Honey  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .20

The Interstellar Battleships . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23

Mrs Challenger to the Rescue  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28

A Slap-Up Meal for Ten!  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32

QUIET, THE TIN CAN BRAINS ARE HUNTING! PART I  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

The Message Brought by Nanotus the Giant  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .36

Quigg Time!  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .41

Travelling Through the Space-Time Continuum  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45

FOUNDED 2004 ISSN to be requested

THEAKER’S
QUARTERLY FICTION

Summer Issue Two 2004

Published by 

Silver Age Books



This issue concludes the story of Professor

Challenger in Space, and begins that of Quiet, the

Tin Can Brains Are Hunting!

Originally, this second novel was to be a more

direct sequel to the first, and it would have featured

Malone’s eyes being stolen by aliens. As a novice

novelist, this device appealed to me because describ-

ing what each of his eyes saw would allow me an

excuse for describing galaxy-wide events in the

easy-to-write first person. In the event, I did not rely

upon this crutch, but I still like the idea that the first

part of the novel would have recounted what the left

eye saw, the second part would have told what the

right eye saw, and the third part would have been

seen through a mechanical eye crafted for Malone by

Professor Challenger as they battled to rescue

Malone’s other eyes and save the universe.

At one point I also considered revealing the Grim

Thinker, who will appear in the portion of this story

reprinted next issue, to be actually a far-future

version of Malone himself – this idea was dropped,

as was that in the above paragraph, due to Malone

not featuring in the novel.

If he had appeared in it, the following scene would

have been used at an early point. It is included here

for completeness.

* * *

A few years following the adventure of Rarraak-Ra,

Professor Challenger and I were taking a rest in the

park. He was sitting beside me on the park bench, as

usual, scratching away at the junction of his head and

his body.

“Is it still bothering you,” I asked.

“What do you think?” he asked, as if I were an

idiot asking the way to his own nose… “A severed

head is never pleasant.”

“I imagine not,” I said, taking him not at all seri-

ously. I was not in the mood for one of his tantrums.

The sun was shining far too brightly for that!

“Especially when soup pours out of the joint, ha ha!”

He clouted me on the back of the head.

“Ow!” I exclaimed.

“How do you like those apples?” he asked.

“I don’t like them very well at all,” I replied.

“Please keep them to yourself in future.”

“Ha ha,” he laughed.

I decided not to pursue the matter. At least he was

smiling.

“Do you see much of the Mechanical Housewife

these days?” he enquired, after a few moments’

reverie.

The Mechanical Housewife was an extremely

delightful creature with whom I had been fortunate

enough to forge an acquaintance during our adven-

ture in space. Sadly, the demands of living in differ-

ent dimensions, and different eras of history, had

made it difficult to continue the relationship.

“I’m afraid not, Challenger. How are things going

with Anna and yourself?”

“Well, she is pretty busy nowadays,” he replied.

“She often has universes to save, that kind of thing…

She is always back in time to cook Sunday dinner,

mind.”

“Well, of course,” said I. “There are limits, after

all…”

“If only there were,” said Challenger. “I used to

feel one step ahead of things, you know,” he said rue-

fully. “I used to be the man in charge, the fellow

making all the running. Look at me now, nothing to

do but sit wasting the day away with an idiot like

you…”

The Editor

Editorial
Stephen William Theaker
Editor
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Lord Roxton and his Wildies led the charge. They

hurled themselves at the Raak in the guardhouse,

ignoring the panicky firing of the four alien soldiers,

dismissive of the imminence of death, determined to

get through the gate into the prison compound.

Despite the number of tribesmen who died in the

process, the guards were soon overpowered. It was

savage and brutal, and I turned away in horror as

their throats were ripped out by the teeth of the

victors.

Professor Summerlee was hot on their heels. Once

Roxton and his warriors dragged the reptilian

corpses out of the way, he was at the computer pad,

trying to get the gate open. Lord Roxton became

impatient. He pulled the professor to one side and

loosed a few Winchester rounds upon the pad. The

gate dropped into the ground.

‘Luck!’ said Summerlee. ‘Totally unscientific!’

The savages of Planet 93 had waited for no

instructions before streaming into the compound. As

we three travellers left the guardhouse and followed

them inside we were greeted by the sight of the

carnage they were causing. They went every time for

the single weak spot in the carapace of the Raak,

ripping at the tender necks with their teeth. The

weapons with which we had provided them were

being dropped to the ground as they fell into a mad

berserker fury. Bloody as the battle was, and even if

our allies alarmed us more than our foes, we knew

our cause to be righteous.

The compound was open to the blood-red skies,

steel cages set back into the walls and arranged

around the edge of the square where the battle was

taking place. Opposite the gate, beyond the square,

was a squat and ugly building from which were trick-

ling the Raak. Rushing to the nearest of the holding

pens, Summerlee, Roxton and I worked to get it

open. The Ka-Marians inside were terrified, hud-

dling against the wall furthest from us, their ear ten-

tacles sticking stiffly into the air. They didn’t know

us, but it was not that which frightened them so. It

was the behaviour of their half-insane cousins.

‘Come on, get out!’ shouted Roxton to the prison-

ers when we finally broke the lock. ‘The Raak will

have reinforcements here soon!’

‘This is your chance to fight back,’ I said to them.

‘Take it now!’

Though I expect our accents were not particularly

good, it seemed that Challenger’s language lessons

on the journey out from the Solar System had done

the trick. They seemed to understand. One of them

shouted at the others, yelling at them to get to their

feet. If they felt shame at their previous behaviour,

they didn’t let it interfere with their subsequent

actions. Rushing out of the cage they snatched up

weapons dropped by the other combatants and joined

the slaughter of the Raak. One or two managed to

blow themselves up while learning to use the unfa-

miliar technology, but the others fired with glee upon

their former tormentors.

I watched with mingled horror and admiration as

they entered the battle. ‘Didn’t Challenger say these

people were peace-loving?’

‘There’s no contradiction,’ said Roxton as we
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moved to the next cage. ‘You must love peace with

all your heart to be willing to kill for it.’ Even if we

didn’t agree, now was not the time to argue.

‘Any sign of Challenger?’ asked Summerlee.

‘None at all,’ said Roxton.

The battle continued to rage around us as off-duty

Raak troopers began to wake up and arrive on the

scene, their peculiar clothes only half-fastened about

their scaly bodies. It was a very unlovely sight,

although I tried to tell myself that I should hate them

for their deeds, not their appearance. Lord Roxton

stood with his back to us as we tried to get the cage

open, picking off any villains who came too close.

‘Damnation,’ said Summerlee angrily. ‘This is

taking far too long.’ He looked around the battlefield,

his quick, smart eyes searching for something.

Spotting a set of electronic keys on the belt of a

nearby Raak corpse, he dashed over to get them.

‘This should make it easier,’ he said when he

returned with the keys in his hand. The other hand

was holding his stomach. ‘Just a twinge of the old

ulcer,’ he grimaced. Soon the remaining prisoners

were free, and the Raak found themselves fighting a

desperate battle for survival. Attempts to surrender

and requests for mercy were treated with contempt

by former Moon-dwellers and frenzied savages alike.

‘The battle goes well,’ I observed.

‘No reinforcements will arrive in time to save

these Raak,’ said Summerlee.

‘But our time is still limited,’ said Lord Roxton,

thumping the wall with frustration, ‘and it’s running

out fast. Where the hell is Challenger? And why isn’t

he among the prisoners?’

‘The Raak,’ said Professor Summerlee, a few days

before, to his mixed audience of Earthmen and

Wildies, ‘are very similar to what we on Earth would

call beetles, with a touch of crocodile and tortoise

about the gills.’ He pointed at the partially dissected

corpse at his feet. ‘About six feet long and three feet

wide. They have mandibles,’ he said, pointing at at

them, but even if you break them off they will just

grow a new pair at their own leisure. They eat here.’

Using a crowbar from the ship he levered open the

hatch that the creatures used as a mouth. ‘Note the

difficulty with which I am opening the orifice – the

chances of your being able to do that, with the crea-

ture actively opposing you, are pretty small.’

One of the tribesmen muttered something under

his breath.

Summerlee asked Roxton, ‘What did he say?’

‘He says they can’t be killed, except by extreme

measures, by twenty men hitting one of them, or by

dropping a pile of rocks on one. I hope you have

something to go on, Professor Summerlee, because

my men are feeling somewhat dispirited.’

I said to the two of them, ‘I’m in pretty low spirits

myself. Can we succeed where Challenger failed?’

‘Challenger made mistakes,’ said Lord Roxton.

‘We have to make sure we are more careful. Come

on, Summerlee old chap, did you find anything for us

to go on?’

‘As a matter of fact,’ said the professor of anatomy

with a grim nod, ‘I found something rather splendid.

It’s just a question of picking your spot carefully.’

It was clear that if Challenger still lived, he had been

held apart from the other prisoners. Summerlee

called out to the nearest Ka-Marian, who came over

to us. It was a middle-aged male, his hair in transi-

tion between a royal blue and a steely grey.

Summerlee grasped him by the shoulders and forced

out the question between gritted teeth.

‘Challenger? Do you know Challenger?’

The man paused a moment before replying, giving

his mind a chance to decipher Summerlee’s strange

accent. ‘Challenger? Of course I know him. You

mean the King, don’t you? Are you his friends, the

other Earthmen?’

‘Yes,’ said Summerlee eagerly, yet still with pain

in his voice. I became a little worried that the ulcer

he had mentioned had actually burst. Possibly the

return to normal ship’s food – sandwiches (with

which we had been fully restocked by the

Mechanical Housewife, though I must confess –

without wishing any slight upon my lover – that they

were not up to Mrs Challenger’s standards) and

whisky – had provoked an unpleasant reaction after

the gentle and charming meals of grass on Zangpan’s

World. ‘Quick man, where is he?’

The tentacles of the Moon-man drooped some-

what. ‘He’s in there,’ he said sadly, pointing to the

squat building.

We were puzzled. ‘But there’s nothing in there,’

said I. ‘Isn’t it just the mess hall and dormitory for

the guards? Are they questioning him?’

‘Questioning? Oh no. They couldn’t if they

wanted to. They may have ruled us for half a millen-

nium, but they never learnt our language. We

managed to keep it from them. Sorry but it is worse

than that. They converted one room for him. They’ve

never seen an Earthman before, you see.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Summerlee, the

horror in his voice battling for supremacy with the

pain.

‘The Raak created a makeshift laboratory. They
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have been testing him, doing experiments. I’m afraid

it might be too late.’

The professor turned back to us. ‘Get to him

quickly. I’ll wait here.’

But Roxton and I didn’t move, our attention trans-

fixed by the spreading patch of blood on

Summerlee’s shirt.

‘What happened?’ asked Roxton in horror.

Summerlee winced, and put his hand back on the

wound.

‘The blasted Raak with the keys was lying doggo,

and he got a shot in before I finished him off. Listen,

I’ll be perfectly fine – but the two of you must find

Challenger!’

Lord Roxton and I looked at one another. There

was a lot of blood on that shirt.

‘You stay with him,’ I said to Roxton. ‘I’ll see if I

can find Challenger.’

‘No!’ said Summerlee, lowering himself to the

ground. ‘Both of you go. I’ve got my Winchester to

protect me. And if this wound is going to kill me, it

will kill me regardless of whether Roxton is holding

my hand or not!’

‘I’ll stay here with him,’ said the Ka-Marian. He

shook our hands, an incongruous yet appreciated

action in such difficult circumstances. He must have

picked up the habit from Challenger. ‘It is what

George would have wanted. My name is Aikor.’

‘Don’t speak of Challenger in the past tense just

yet,’ I said. ‘He’s proved himself a dozen times over

to be a mighty tough beggar to kill. Hang on a

minute,’ I said, remembering the tale of Challenger’s

first visit to the Moon. ‘Aikor, the famous scientist?’

He nodded. ‘I was a scientist, it is true, before our

world fell apart, and a well-respected one. But for the

last three weeks I have been nothing but another

insect being ground beneath the heel of the Raak

Empire.’ He addressed himself to Summerlee’s

wound. ‘I have some experience in the healing arts.

Our biologies are different, but I may be able to

help.’

‘That would be most appreciated,’ said Professor

Summerlee.

Aikor smiled. ‘Are all Earthmen so brave?’

‘Only the stupid ones,’ said Lord John Roxton.

‘Come on, Malone, let’s find Challenger.’

‘Good luck,’ I said to Summerlee, before we set

off towards the ominous building. ‘We’ll be back for

you.’

‘Luck is unscientific,’ he called after me. ‘But I’ll

put my faith in friendship.’

‘This is your destination,’ the Mechanical Housewife

had said to us, back on Zangpan’s World. ‘Planet 93,

one of the weaker outposts of the colossal Raak

Empire: original name Ka-Mar. The Kamarian word

‘Ell’ simply means ‘from’, or ‘child of’. This was

their home, people. Take a look at it now.’

It looked pretty bad to all of us. The Raak had

completely subjugated the planet more than five cen-

turies ago, and they had been mining it ever since.

The oceans had been boiled away to permit easy

access to the sea-bed, mountains had been blasted in

half to get at the jewels within, the ground had been

turned over as you might fork over the earth in your

garden. The entire surface was a slag-heap. Nothing

would ever live a natural life there again. The Raak

had returned the captured slaves there, partly as pun-

ishment for the insolent escape of their parents,

partly because they still hoped to dig up a few more

scraps of precious metals.

‘I’ve only ever seen one thing more repulsive,’

said Professor Summerlee. ‘Challenger first thing in

the morning.’

‘Why you,’ I said in my best imitation of

Challenger’s gruff tones, ‘I ought to…’

Incredibly, even Challenger was laughing. ‘Mrs

Challenger counts herself a very lucky woman, I’ll

have you know!’ Since his confrontation with Master

Zangpan he seemed to have mellowed. If not a lot,

then at least a little was better than nothing.

‘Very good,’ said the Mechanical Housewife, ‘but

enough joking already – this is a serious business.’

‘We know that,’ I replied. ‘But we joke with good

reason, you know. Laugh today, for tomorrow we

may have our tongues cut out by savages or alien

abominations!’

‘Quite right, my boy,’ agreed Lord Roxton.

‘Camaraderie and esprit de corps can count for a

bally lot in a tricky situation. I remember one time

during the war, I was placed in command of the sor-

riest bunch of half-hearted soldiers you could ever

imagine. Their previous commanding office had

been a fool – naturally he’d been promoted – and as

a matter of policy he had always had the first man to

question an order shot. He had honestly believed that

to be the best way of earning the respect of the

enlisted men.’

‘Is this going somewhere, Roxton?’ asked

Challenger with no attempt to mask his impatience.

Professor Summerlee decided to take up the story.

‘Challenger, this is the inspirational story of how

Lord John Roxton took a mutinous bunch of dispir-

ited soldiers and through brilliant yet firm leadership

– tempered with a sense of humour – gave them a

sense of self-worth. The feeling of being part of a
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team that cared about each other helped them get

through the worst times together.’

I looked to Lord Roxton. ‘Is that how it was?’

He shook his head. ‘The professor tells a pretty

story, but I’m afraid he got one part wrong. They all

died a month later, the squad sent into an enemy trap

by my idiotic predecessor, who was organising the

war from the rear. I survived by the skin of my teeth,

hiding among their dead bodies as the enemy

searched for survivors. I was lucky to escape with a

single bayonet wound.’

We all stared at him in amazement.

‘The point is this,’ he continued. ‘They died with

self-respect and they died like heroes. No man can

ask for more.’

None of us cared to dispute the matter with him.

Superficially, Lord Roxton was the most easy-going

and carefree of our little group, but from time to time

he revealed a glimpse of the horrors through which

he had put himself. It was never a pretty sight.

The Mechanical Housewife changed the image on

the screen to a tactical view of Planet 93, showing

the position of the mining camps. There were several

of them dotted all over the planet.

‘One hundred years ago,’ she said, ‘after a century

of planning, the Ka-Marians slaughtered every Raak

on the planet. Loading captured spacecraft with the

equipment they would need to build a new world

they set off for the Moon, where they built Ell Ka-

Mar. Now recaptured, they have been put to work in

the mines.’

‘How can we rescue them all?’ asked I. ‘There are

so many bases.’

‘There are two things in your favour. The second

is that you needn’t rescue every one of them. As I

said, most of the Ka-Marians are working in the

mines, but a select group is kept imprisoned – those

considered the greatest threat by the Raak! If you can

free them, they will spread rebellion across the

world. The Raak, despite their devastating attack on

Ell Ka-Mar, do not consider Planet 93 to be of par-

ticular importance, and their presence there is not

large or well-armed.’

‘The attack was simply a punitive example,’ said

Challenger angrily.

‘That’s right,’ answered the Mechanical

Housewife. ‘An example which was transmitted live

to every planet in the Empire.’

Lord John Roxton had been paying careful atten-

tion. ‘What was the first thing in our favour?’

‘The original evacuation of Planet 93 did not

proceed as quickly as the escaping slaves would have

hoped. As they prepared to leave they became aware

of approaching Raak reinforcement troop carriers.

There was no way they could fight them off, so they

created a diversion. Two thousand of their most

fierce fighters stayed behind to create that diversion.’

‘What bravery,’ gaped Lord Roxton.

‘As the majority of the Ka-Marians slipped away,

those who remained fought and fought before break-

ing into smaller parties and hiding out in the mine

tunnels. Once the Raak realised they had been duped

they abandoned Planet 93 altogether, at least for a

few decades. There were more valuable planets upon

which they wished to concentrate their resources.

‘By scavenging in the mining stations left aban-

doned by their mortal enemies, the Wildies, as they

began to call themselves, were able to survive. It

would go without saying, if you gentlemen were not

from Earth, that a good proportion of their bravest

fighters were female and so the race was able to

propagate. In such terrible conditions they could

hardly be expected to prosper, but they did survive.

‘Then, as if their lives weren’t already bad

enough, the Raak returned. Not as miners, but as

hunters. Planet 93 soon became one of the most

popular tourist worlds of the Raak Empire, as war-

riors of all ages came to participate in the great hunt.

Living in the darkness, avoiding Raak hunting

parties, fighting when they had to, the Wildies

became little more than beasts. Few kept their sanity

living such a nightmarish existence – those that

didn’t were the lucky ones.’

‘So some still live,’ said Roxton.

‘That’s right,’ replied the Housewife, nodding.

‘Somehow they managed to survive all these years.’

Lord Roxton shook his head. ‘There’s no mystery

there,’ he told her. ‘Hunting the Wildies to extinction

would have meant the end of the hunt. They would

always have allowed some to survive. I imagine they

even made food available to them at times.’

‘Those that survived the hunt were virtually

ignored as the Ka-Marians were shipped back in.

They watched their cousins being sent into the mines

with awe, realising that the stories of their grandpar-

ents had been true. They have made a few abortive

attempts at rescue, but they simply find the Raak too

hard to kill. You must make contact and train them to

fight the Raak.’

‘So the Wildies are the first thing in our favour,’

said Professor Summerlee. ‘And the second thing

was that we didn’t have to rescue everybody. It is

precious little to be going on. I’m no inter-galactic

soldier, you know. I’m all for risking my life in a

good cause, but not if there is no chance of success.

What can the four of us do against a galaxy-spanning
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empire?’

‘Your ship will contain a jamming device which

will prevent the Raak on Planet 93 from communi-

cating with their superiors. They will put the problem

down to cosmic interference and by the time they

realise otherwise, you will have ensured it is too late.

Hopefully the rest of the Raak Empire will never

know what happened there. I understand your

concern,’ the Mechanical Housewife continued, ‘but

you could do a lot of good on this mission. I know it

sounds forbidding, but if anyone is up to the task it is

the four of you!’

Challenger, Roxton and I cheered, lifting our

glasses in a toast, but Summerlee was less impressed.

However, he pointed out that he was no coward and

that if the mission could genuinely save Challenger’s

people he would accept it without hesitation. The rest

of us cheered again, and Challenger, who had

perhaps had a little too much whisky that day, tried

to embrace Summerlee. The Professor of

Comparative Anatomy gave thanks for the nimble

feet that allowed him to dodge the oncoming gorilla-

man.

‘There is one other aspect to all this,’ said the

Mechanical Housewife. ‘The attack on Ell Ka-Mar

was triggered by Challenger’s journey in space,

something which you would probably rather forget.

However, you must remember that the Raak moni-

tored that first trip, even though since then they have

probably redeployed their surveillance vehicles. At

some point the Raak will decide to investigate your

little blue planet, and they’ll be there to ensure the

people of Earth never grow strong enough to be their

rivals in the galactic arena. If you strike sufficiently

hard at them on Planet 93, if you can rescue the Ka-

Marians and defeat the garrisoned Raak, there is a

chance that this will cause ructions in the Raak

Empire. If other worlds revolt against the oppressors,

the march of the Raak may be halted, or even

reversed, long enough for Earth to prepare for their

coming.’

‘That’s quite a responsibility,’ I said. ‘But what a

story it will make for old McArdle! I can imagine the

headline now: GAZETTE REPORTER SAVES

EARTH!’

‘I’m afraid not,’ said Challenger. ‘This story can

never be told, except to the highest authorities. Can

you imagine the reaction of the people of the world?

There would be chaos everywhere, with everyone

falling over themselves to no end whatsoever. What’s

more, every man-jack of them would be knocking on

my door, trying to buy or steal the Rocket ! No, we

shall inform the government and assist them in build-

ing escape craft for everyone in secrecy.’

The others seemed to agree with him. I shrugged

and placed one hand upon my chest. ‘In that case I

shall carry the happy knowledge of my heroism

locked within my heart.’

‘It shall also be carried within mine,’ said the

Mechanical Housewife, to the good-natured jeers of

my companions.

Professor Summerlee watched the glittering object

hurtle into the sky above the compound. The fighting

stopped for a moment as everyone turned to discover

the source of the ear-smashing noise, although Aikor

continued to dress the wound in Summerlee’s belly.

At first it seemed that a spacecraft was taking off in

the distance, perhaps a few Raak desperately escap-

ing to take word back to the Empire, but when

Summerlee’s eyes followed the smoke trail to its

source it became clear that it was in fact a tiny rocket

or missile that had launched from the compound

itself, from inside the guards’ building, in fact. As its

flight into the sky continued he wondered as to what

it might be. Most likely a message rocket, because he

couldn’t imagine that it was large enough to carry

anyone or anything larger than a football. It was a

message, he thought sadly, which might spell the

destruction of the Earth.
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I pulled off my imitation ear-tentacles and dropped

them to the blackened ground. It was a relief to get

them off, if for no other reason than that they inter-

fered with my hearing. Often I stumbled, the stars

doing little to illuminate the rocky and uneven

ground. Planet 93 didn’t have a moon, even though

its people had had one taken away. The cuts and

grazes caused when I tripped hardly showed against

the mud, grime and whip marks that covered my

body. My arms hung low, weighed down by the man-

acles I had been unable to remove. I was extremely

tired, having worked the whole day in the mine

before making the escape attempt. If Summerlee

didn’t turn up at the agreed rendezvous… well, I

tried not to think about that.

Looking at the stars to check my orientation, I

staggered through the shattered landscape, forcing

myself onward though my every impulse was to give

up. But I knew that if I gave in to fatigue and rested,

I would soon be asleep and before morning, recap-

tured.

Eventually, after hours of that mindless trudging,

the wasteland began to resolve itself into more famil-

iar shapes. It seemed to be the place. I took off my

right shoe and squeezed my second largest toe three

times. If things went according to plan, that would

bring Summerlee down to meet me.

I stood waiting, staring up into the sky for a sign

that he was coming. There was no noise, the Rocket

now running even more quietly than it had before the

refit, but her beautiful silvery sides could not be dis-

guised as she swooped down from the heavens

towards me. I finally allowed myself to drop to the

ground. I have no memory of Summerlee stepping

from the ship with a hearty greeting, before

alarmedly lifting me up and carrying me to the

warmth and safety of the Rocket ‘s interior. Given the

opportunity, exhaustion immediately propelled me

into oblivion, thus depriving me of the chance to

witness Summerlee’s unusual show of strength.

‘I doubt I could do it again,’ he said as we drank

hot chocolate. ‘Seeing you fall like that gave me

quite a fright, and I understand many people have

been known to show exceptional strength in difficult

and extreme circumstances. In my youth, of course, I

could have carried three of you!’

‘I’m sure you could have,’ I smiled from within

my blanket. After having had a warm shower I was

feeling much more human, although the fact that my

hair was still blue might have been thought to indi-

cate otherwise. ‘So how did your side of things go?’

‘Very well, I believe. I’ve been spreading the word

among the enslaved Ka-Marians about the planned

revolt and I managed to avoid any trouble. I hovered

above the camps on nights cloudy with the dust that

clogs the air. Tying messages to long thin ropes I

dangled them by the windows of the slave dormito-

ries. They were snatched by eager hands and I flew

away into the night. How about your work?’

‘Typical kind of thing you’d expect,’ I replied. The

chocolate was warming me up nicely and I was

beginning to look forward to the next challenge.

‘Disguised as a Ka-Marian, I managed to sneak into

one of the largest operational mines on the planet.

Working on a chain gang I earned the respect of the

slaves by standing up to a bullying supervisor and

sharing my food with an old man. I then let the other

workers into the secret of my true identity and told

them of the plan, such as it is, before leading my

chain in a successful escape attempt. The ones that

got out with me are heading for eight different mines,

where they’ll prepare the miners for the revolution

How the Assault
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and subsequent rescue.’

‘Well done,’ said Summerlee.

‘All in a month’s work,’ I replied with a wry smile.

Suddenly a light began to flash on the console.

Summerlee sprang from his chair and went to

examine the readings.

‘That’s the signal of Lord Roxton,’ he told me.

‘Looks like he made it too.’

The ship touched down as the first signs of sun-

light began to fight their way through the murky

atmosphere. Summerlee operated the console switch

which opened the door and I stepped out into the

early dawn, still swathed in my blanket. At first I saw

nothing but the desolate surface of Planet 93, viewed

from the bottom of a ravine, a savage wound in the

land, but then a row of shaggy-haired heads rose

slowly and menacingly above the rocks on the

horizon. I retreated into the ship as I realised that

each head was accompanied by a grimy hand bearing

a vicious-looking spear.

‘Summerlee,’ I called. ‘I think we’d better get out

of here.’

He came and joined me at the entrance.

‘Nonsense, my boy, these chaps look perfectly

friendly to me! And we did receive Lord Roxton’s

signal, after all.’

‘Perhaps they cut off his toe and operated it them-

selves! I don’t see Roxton out there. Maybe they are

cannibals! As they ate his toes one of them inadver-

tently set off the signal!’

‘Don’t be so foolish, Malone! I do believe your

time in the mines has done your nerves no good

whatsoever! (And in any case, cannibals eat

members of their own race, not alien beings.) Now

let’s go and meet our new friends without any more

ado!’ About to step outside, he paused, then turned

back to me. ‘But perhaps you should try not to smile.

They may misinterpret the baring of our teeth.’

Then he led the way out and I had no choice but to

follow him. He was probably right about them

anyway, I tried to assure myself, despite the fearsome

countenances that surrounded us from the minute we

left the ship. Grown bolder, the Wildies had crept

down into the ravine to examine the strange invading

ship.

From somewhere over the horizon we heard the

sounds of a struggle. Fearing that our comrade might

be in danger, we dashed through the ranks of the

Wildies without a care for our own safety. Happily

they elected to let us pass. If they had chosen not to

do so there would have been little we could do about

it, having blithely left our Winchesters aboard the

Rocket.

Reaching the top of the ravine we were met by the

peculiar sight of Lord Roxton buried beneath the

bodies of seven or eight of the Wildies and struggling

to get out. After we helped him untangle himself he

revealed that in the face of danger the first thought of

the Wildies was to protect the most important

members of the tribe. Usually that would be the

women, but as there were none along on this trip,

they had tried to protect the chief.

‘Very nice of the blighters,’ said I. ‘Who would

have thought the savages to have such decent bones

in their body!’

‘Watch it, young fellah-my-lad,’ said Lord Roxton

sternly. ‘Just because these people are living in

reduced circumstances does not make them any less

worthy of your respect. These are strong and intelli-

gent warriors, and our struggle will be aided immea-

surably by their support.’

‘I agree, Malone,’ said Professor Summerlee as we

began to walk back to the ship, Roxton’s tribe in tow.

‘Although we call them savages, that is not necessar-

ily a signifier of their intelligence or their morals. It

is in fact a signifier of their environment, of the ends

to which they must use their intelligence.’

Although morning had broken, between our situa-

tion in the ravine and the poor quality of the light we

felt ourselves to be in no immediate danger from the

Raak – who after all did not yet know of our presence

on the planet. Roxton and his tribe hunkered down

outside the Rocket – they too had made a long

journey – while Summerlee and I cooked up some

hot soup for them, which we dished out with huge

chunks of bread. The Wildies seemed as glad of the

meal as Roxton himself.

After eating, Roxton told us of his adventure. ‘It

followed the usual pattern,’ he said modestly. ‘I

stumbled across their tribe by accident, battled with

their chief and defeating him became chief myself.

Standard encounter procedure for tribes of savages.’

‘I can hardly believe you’re so blasé about it,’ I

said.

Professor Summerlee answered for him. ‘He and

Burton used to do that sort of thing all the time.’

Roxton nodded sadly. ‘Good old Richard, I miss

him one hell of a lot. You know, sometimes I would

look to the stars and imagine him out here, exploring

the galaxy. He would be so very pleased to know I’d

made it out here. We used to say that when he died

he would go searching for the source of the great

river in the sky – maybe if I stay in space long

enough I’ll find it myself – and he’ll be there waiting

for me to catch up!’

The conversation continued to no great purpose,
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other than to prevent the chilling silence that blan-

keted the eerie landscape from penetrating our

hearts. Eventually, though, we had to face up to one

unsettling fact. Challenger had failed to make the

rendezvous. He had not returned from his mission to

take our message to the Ka-Marians being held in

prison, those considered too dangerous to be sent to

the mines and those who we hoped would lead the

revolt against the Raak.

We wondered whether he had remained in the

prison in order to be able to cause trouble from

within when we attacked, but that begged the ques-

tion of how long he would be able to remain unde-

tected. We had to consider the possibility that he had

been captured.

‘It changes nothing,’ said Roxton. ‘Challenger

would not want us to abandon the fight because of

his death. If he did succumb to the Raak, you can be

sure that he died with courage and faith that his

friends would finish the battle he began.’

I need hardly say that we were all in agreement,

and so the decision was taken to commence the

attack without Professor Challenger. Doubtless we

would find him within the enemy stronghold, bother-

ing them in much the same manner in which he

always bothered us.

‘I have another surprise for you,’ said Roxton. ‘I

think you’ll appreciate this, Professor Summerlee.’

He waved to one of his tribe, uttering a command in

the mutated Kamarian dialect the Wildies spoke. The

tribesman grinned and got to his feet, running to the

top of the ravine. A few moments later his tentacles

re-appeared on the horizon, soon followed by both

the rest of his body and the body of a Raak.

‘He or she stumbled across us one morning,’ said

Roxton, ‘and it soon had reason to regret doing so.

We managed to get the better of it by simply club-

bing away till it fell, but I had the idea that you might

be able to find a more scientific way of killing them.’

‘Hmm,’ replied the professor, regarding the corpse

at his feet with interest. ‘Time to practise my trade, I

believe.’

Lord Roxton preceded me into the building, carrying

a fierce Wildie knife in one hand and an equally

fierce pistol in the other. The Winchester he had

slung over his shoulder. The interior of the building

was gloomy as the exterior, the corridors narrow and

the ceilings low. Though slightly larger than humans,

the Raak do not share our liking for airy open rooms.

They like to feel the dank walls against their sides as

they walk through their slimy buildings – a relic of

their subterranean origins, perhaps. It was a factor in

our favour as we fought our way through to the lab-

oratory, because they could only attack Roxton one

at a time, a situation he met with relish.

‘Remind me to thank Summerlee,’ he said as he

sank his knife into the throat of a fourth Raak

trooper. The Professor of Comparative Anatomy’s

expert dissection and analysis of the Raak physiol-

ogy had identified the single weakness in their vile

bodies.

‘The neck,’ he had said, pointing to a diagram for

the benefit of the tribesmen, ‘is the only place where

penetration of the Raak is possible.’ Roxton had

frowned, pointing out that the neck was as heavily

protected as the rest of their bodies. ‘The thick black

shell which covers the rest of their bodies only

appears to cover their necks – it is in fact a biologi-

cal illusion, which they must have evolved in

response to the predators they faced upon their home

world.’

‘Why don’t they protect it?’ asked Roxton.

Summerlee shrugged. ‘Arrogance, perhaps?

Pride? I don’t know. That’s why we call them alien.

Discerning the function of this unshielded area is

impossible when the subject is dead, so we don’t

know what it is for, we don’t know why it is unpro-

tected, but what we do know is that it will let us kill

a Raak in its full battle armour.’

Roxton had just repeated once more the butcher-

ing process that our injured friend had outlined back

in the wasteland. The killing may have been neces-

sary, but it seemed to me that the joy he took in it was

entirely unnecessary.

Before the soldier hit the ground Roxton was

kicking open a door which the murder had left at his

mercy. Over his shoulder I could see the trappings of

an abysmal alien science. This must be the laboratory

of which Aikor had spoke, but would we find

Challenger within? I fancied that hanging on the wall

I could spy a pair of familiar brown shoes of a size

which meant they could only belong to one man, but

for the moment I quelled my hopes. A pair of shoes

cannot vouch for a man’s life, and besides, between

the shoes and me there stood two of the Raak

wearing unholy travesties of laboratory coats and

bearing gifts of fire and heat.

‘This is it,’ said Roxton to me as he charged

through the door, looking every inch the chief of the

Wildies, despite the lack of ear tentacles and the

decidedly red hair. It was a matter of attitude. The

blood-curdling shriek he unleashed upon the two

Raak within did as much to kill them as the knife

which punctured their throats. I hung back as he did

the dirty work, then rushed to his side as he strode
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past their corpses.

‘He’s here,’ said Lord Roxton, pointing to an

ominous tangle of inch-thick cables and half-grown

instrumentation at the far end of the room. ‘Or at

least his legs are.’ Our friend was lying on a slab of

steel, but we could not see his head or chest at all,

that portion of his body being entirely hidden by the

hideous and unclean machinery which engulfed him

from the waist up. It was a terrifying sight to see the

mighty explorer brought low.

‘Does he live?’

‘He seems to,’ said Roxton, testing Challenger’s

pulse. ‘But he isn’t conscious. He hasn’t spoken.’ I

touched a hand – it was surprisingly warm and vital.

On the whole, the bottom half of his body seemed

undamaged, certainly in better condition than my

own had been after my spell in the mines. ‘How shall

we get him out?’

I frowned. ‘I don’t know. Presumably we could

just pull on his legs.’

‘Do you think that’s safe?’

‘How do I know? But we have to try something.

This machine could be killing him.’

Roxton shrugged. We really had no other option.

‘Well, here goes then.’

He went to the end of the slab and pulled

Challenger’s legs. There was little resistance, other

than from the natural inertia of the unnaturally-sized

body. Slowly the professor was removed from the

machine – his magnificent stomach, his exceptional

chest and then his – his nothing.

‘What the deuce!’ said Lord Roxton.

He dropped the legs in horror and I staggered

backwards as if hit in the chest by a thunderbolt. All

over Planet 93 our plan had come to fruition. Victory

was within our grasp. The Ka-Marians, both those

from the Moon and their Wildie cousins, those in the

mines, those in the prisons and those in the slave-

camps, were rising up to kill the Raak oppressors.

One by one the hated galactic warlords fell to well-

placed daggers, and step by step the people freed

themselves. Given time they would have done it

without our help, as they had done once before, but

we had provided vital organisation at a crucial time

and so by the end of that day they would be free.

Despite that great and momentous victory, it was a

terrible day in the history of their people, just as it

was a terrible day in the history of our people

(whether you knew it or not).

Our friend, Professor George Edward Challenger,

the most famous explorer and scientist of his time,

King of Ell Ka-Mar, the Moon and all related prop-

erties, had been decapitated.
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Master Zangpan looked on as the Ka-Marians and

the Wildies filed through the portals into his World.

‘We’ll look after them here,’ he said to Professor

Summerlee. ‘As long as they don’t play their music

too loud.’ He laughed, but Summerlee still felt rather

glum and didn’t really feel up to laughing.

Intellectually he knew that his body had been fully

healed by the quasi-magical medicines of that

strange dimension, but emotionally he still felt very

fragile and unwilling to test his recovery.

‘I’m not sure I understand,’ he said. ‘Will this not

cause any unpleasant ramifications with regard to the

time-stream?’

The Mechanical Housewife replied. ‘All we know

about Planet 93 is that it was completely destroyed at

about this time – or, I should say, at about your time.

There are no records of any survivors. As far as we

know, our actions already form part of the time-

stream. If they do not it is of no consequence because

we have not left the Ka-Marians alive in your time,

which would have changed your future and Master

Zangpan’s past. We have plucked them from the con-

tinuum entirely, and different rules apply here alto-

gether.’

‘At some point in the future,’ said Master

Zangpan, ‘and by that I mean both the future of

Zangpan’s World and the future of the real-space uni-

verse, we may discover a point in which it will be

safe to drop them back into normal space-time.’

‘I believe I understand,’ said Summerlee thought-

fully. ‘However, what will be the effect upon points

in real-space time subsequent to that in which you

place them?’

‘Oh, I’m sure that it will have some effect,’ said

Zangpan with a shrug. ‘Ripples in a pond and all that,

but I make a point of not learning anything about the

future. I allow myself to dip into the past from time

to time, if you’ll excuse the pun, but otherwise I like

to maintain the illusion that I am living in the early

twenty-first century. Some might say I fail to take

full advantage of my powers, but it is much safer. If

I knew too much of what was supposed to happen in

later centuries I might end up paralysed, unable to act

for fear of creating a big mess-up.’

‘Take me, for example,’ said the Mechanical

Housewife. ‘I’m from a period two hundred years

ahead of that wherein Master Zangpan was born, yet

he has asked me nothing of events during that time.’

‘You’re from his future?’ Summerlee wondered

why he was surprised. He knew himself to be a

museum piece from Zangpan’s point of view, but to

discover that the Housewife originated from so far

into futurity was still quite a shock. For all he knew,

she might have lived in the twilight of the British

Empire! As she nodded, a dozen questions came to

mind – then fell away as quickly.

Seeing his face fall, the Mechanical Housewife

smiled sympathetically. ‘You understand why the

Master never asks me anything?’ He answered in the

affirmative.

‘When she arrived here,’ said Master Zangpan,

‘we soon realised the psychological problems such

knowledge could cause her, so Klothe and Melenkius

helped her to encrypt certain parts of her memory.

She can access them, should she desire to, but they

do not come to her unbidden.’

‘Do you do that to all who come here from the

future?’

‘They are few in number, but the answer is no. We

ask them not to talk about it, and on the whole they

comply. Remember also that the universe is a very

big place – most of the things they know would mean

nothing to us anyway.’

‘In my case,’ said the Mechanical Housewife, ‘I

asked Klothe and Melenkius to perform the opera-

tion because Master Zangpan often sends me into the

time-stream to investigate disturbances, or takes me

on trips with him into his own time. It would be very

difficult for me if my first thought upon meeting a

person was to remember the date of their death.’

‘Bring Me the Head of

George Edward

Challenger!’
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‘I can imagine… feeling the pain of bereavement

before even speaking for the first time. How horri-

ble.’

The discussion continued, but soon they received

word from the engineers that the last of the refugees

had made it into Zangpan’s World. The portals were

shut down, and Zangpan’s people began to educate

the newcomers in the ways of their new home.

Before long Lord Roxton and I were able to join our

friends for some lunch. We had played an important

part in persuading the Ka-Marians and the Wildies to

step through the strange blue portals. Of course, it

had not taken a great deal to persuade them as they

had nowhere else to go.

‘Did you do it?’ asked Master Zangpan.

‘I’m afraid we did,’ said Lord John. ‘I don’t feel

too good about being the one to blow up a planet.’

Zangpan’s device would burrow down to the core

of Planet 93, monitoring the solar system for the

approach of Raak battle-cruisers. When it judged

them to be within range it would trigger a chain reac-

tion in the core. The planet would be utterly

destroyed and the enemy spacecraft would be anni-

hilated. It was a part of our mission which neither of

us had relished, but Zangpan had made it clear that it

was one of the conditions of his help – the Raak must

have no evidence of other-dimensional activities.

Lord Roxton had asked whether such an explosion

might indicate to the Raak that something unusual

had occurred, but Zangpan had said that to the con-

trary, planet-busting detonations were simply part of

everyday business for the war-like Raak.

‘Planet 93 was always a dead world,’ said Master

Zangpan. ‘No Ka-Marian had called it by its true

name in five centuries, except in stories of the days

before the coming of the Raak. You simply put it out

of its misery.’

‘It could have lived again,’ I said.

Master Zangpan began to show signs of slight irri-

tation. ‘Such discussion is fruitless, so stop bugging

me about it, Mister Malone! To the eyes of the uni-

verse, the Ka-Marians chose death and glory over

slavery and degradation under the lash of the Raak.

Other subjugated worlds will follow their example.

Some will fail and die, some will succeed and die,

but some will succeed and live! Today we have

struck an important blow against the Raak and you

should certainly cheer up a bit!’

‘I suppose so,’ I said sadly. It preyed on my mind

that it could so easily have been Earth we mourned

that day, had the Raak turned right instead of left five

centuries ago. ‘How do you feel, Professor

Summerlee? Has the wound healed?’

‘Yes, it has,’ he replied, ‘the doctors here are very

good, you know. Had me up on my feet in no time at

all!’

The Mechanical Housewife spoke up. ‘If not for

the quick work of Aikor it is unlikely that you would

have survived long enough to receive their atten-

tions, Professor. You owe him your thanks.’

‘You may be sure that I shall not be remiss in prof-

fering them, dear lady.’

‘My cosmic wisdom and astonishing powers of

near-infinite reflection tell me that it is Aikor who

shall be most profligate with his thanks,’ said Master

Zangpan, indicating that we should all take the

weight off our feet. We followed him in placing our

posteriors upon the gentle ground. The flora and

landscape of the sliver from which Summerlee had

watched the evacuation was, like the majority of

them, not created according to the templates of

Earth. The burgundy ground was covered with

swaying grass of the deepest blue, the light filtered to

create a relaxing and permanent dusk. Whether the

sliver had constructed itself in imitation of a far-off

planet or whether someone had simply fancied living

in a place like that I do not know, but it was a lovely

place to sit and talk, to recuperate and make plans.

‘You saved his people, after all. However, despite

your mighty deeds of the past you must now turn to

the future. Having rescued an entire population, you

must now save a single man.’

Lord Roxton, Summerlee and I nodded solemnly.

The three of us were fully aware of our responsibili-

ties in that regard.

‘There is no rush to leave Zangpan’s World, of

course,’ he continued. ‘When you are ready, we shall

drop you back into real-space at the same point in

time from which you came here. Then you can chase

after him. Before leaving ensure you are refreshed

and rested.’

I looked at the others. They indicated that I should

speak. ‘We thank you for your advice, but we would

really like to go as soon as possible.’

‘I suppose that is understandable,’ said Master

Zangpan, ‘if regrettable. Your impatience says much

for your friendship, though little for your cosmic

awareness. Tomorrow, now, next week, all times of

departure in Zangpan’s World are as one with regard

to the outside universe. The difference is purely psy-

chological.’

‘We understand that,’ said Professor Summerlee,

‘but the fact that a difference is psychological does

not make it unimportant. Logically, we could stay

here for the next twenty years if we wished before

stowing our walking-sticks in the Rocket and going
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after Challenger’s head – but we will never be more

ready than we are at this moment! No, Master

Zangpan, we must strike while the iron is hot! This is

the day and this is the hour!’

‘Besides,’ commented Lord Roxton, ‘we miss the

irritating baboon and we want him back in one

piece.’

Zangpan saw no reason to dispute the matter with

us any further, and so we were soon standing by the

Rocket, ready to board her once again. It wasn’t quite

the same without Challenger around. Klothe,

Melenkius, Master Zangpan and the Mechanical

Housewife were all there to see us off.

‘Now remember,’ said Klothe to the three of us. ‘If

anyone asks, you had the refit done by Publasky

Porawny on Pelney’s Planet.’

‘We have replicated his style exactly,’ said

Melenkius. ‘Right down to the over-torquing on the

maximosing delibrettofier, though it killed me to do

so.’

I made a note of the instruction. I knew how

important it was to keep the Raak from knowing of

Zangpan’s World.

‘There is one other thing,’ said the Mechanical

Housewife, walking over to me with her hand held

out.

‘I know, my love,’ said I, holding out my own

hand. ‘I shall miss you too.’

‘It’s not that,’ she said with a laugh. When our

hands met I felt something pressed against my palm.

Taking it from her I saw that it was Challenger’s ring,

the symbol of his kingship. ‘I thought he might like

to see it. It might help you to bring him back to his

senses or something, should the cold loneliness of

space have addled his mind.’

Master Zangpan scowled at her. ‘You shouldn’t

have done that,’ he said in an annoyed tone. ‘You

know my rules about interference.’

She tossed her blond curls over her shoulder. ‘You

don’t hesitate to break the rules when it suits your

purposes.’

‘That’s different – they’re my rules!’

My two English friends were as puzzled as I by

this exchange. What possible importance could her

actions have had? I could not know, but the argument

determined me to keep the ring upon my person.

Soon Master Zangpan conceded the debate to his

robotic servant. She pointed out that the ring would

still have been aboard the ship, along with the finger,

the hand, and the body she had taken it from, if not

for Zangpan’s own meddling. She had simply put the

natural train of events back on the rails.

‘Time for us to go,’ said Lord Roxton. Summerlee

nodded his agreement and the two of them boarded

the ship. ‘Hurry up, Malone,’ called Roxton from

within.

‘Farewell,’ I said to our world’s newest friends. ‘If

we are successful, can you really do what you say?’

‘Bring me the head of George Edward

Challenger,’ said Master Zangpan, ‘and these two

will put him back together again.’

Looking at the smiling faces of Klothe and

Melenkius I really believed they could. I gave the

Mechanical Housewife a peck on the cheek, said

goodbye to the others and entered the ship.
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Space, thought Professor Challenger, as he rocketed

through the void, with a neutron booster blasting

away from the point at which his neck used to meet

his body, is most definitely the place. So had said a

fascinating blue-skinned lady to him back on

Zangpan’s World, describing her ability to sail

between the planets of the solar system. Travelling

through space faster than a speeding star-light, he

had every reason to agree with her. The universe was

beautiful and he felt awe as she showed him her face.

He was edging towards the belief that the Raak had

done him a favour. Murdering maniacs perhaps, but

they had been good enough to provide him with a

little jet mounted on the side of the ship (helmet?). Its

feeble power levels had no effect upon his trajectory,

of course, but it did give him the ability to set the

ship spinning from time to time along an axis which

speared his head – thus changing the view. Soaring

through the heavens, he felt that if he were to meet a

Raak a minute from now he would shake it by the

hand. That is, if he were able, and besides, resent-

ment towards those who had beheaded him was

growing once more in pace with the desire he had for

a nose-scratching.

He had never actually lost consciousness during

the process of decapitation, which had come as

something of a surprise. He had at least anticipated

some fainting, if not an oblivion more permanent,

but the fact that he had remained alert as the deed

was done was a source of some pride to him. One

day, he hoped, he would be able to speak of the expe-

rience before the Royal Biological Society, if not the

Invisible College itself!

Before the blade had been allowed to drop, the sci-

entists of the Raak had hooked his head and body up

to various items of machinery which in retrospect he

realised to have kept him alive during the operation.

The incision of note had then been made, right at the

bottom of the neck, leaving Challenger to reflect that

the seat of the soul was most certainly in the skull,

for although he felt a sense of loss as he watched the

body recede into the distance, the head being taken to

a different laboratory to prepare for its journey into

space, he felt that no diminishment of the essential

self had taken place. It was, without doubt, a most

interesting experience.

The first step in preparing the Challenger head for

inter-stellar travel had been to make it self-sufficient,

and to this end a mechanical cap had been placed

over the base of the neck. This piece of alien tech-

nology somehow performed such essential bodily

functions as the recycling of blood and the process-

ing of air. It enabled him to speak, replacing his lungs

in that capacity too. However, that power of speech

was only now returning once more – the Raak scien-

tists had temporarily disabled it in the face of his

furious invective. He wasn’t entirely sure what he

had been so angry about. Certainly, he had failed

abysmally in his mission to make contact with the

Ka-Marian prisoners, being captured before even

reaching the prison camp, and of course the chances

of Malone and the others rescuing his subjects

without his assistance seemed pretty slim. His body

had been amputated (and I was quite attached to it,

he laughed to himself) and the Earth might well be

heading for destruction. But was all that really worth

getting worked up about when one felt at peace with

the universe? From his position in inter-stellar space,

Challenger wondered if he was beginning to develop

the cosmic awareness of which he had heard Master

Zangpan speak. Planets might live, planets might die

– in fact they would all die in the end, no two ways

about it, it was a done deal, so why get so worked up

about one or another, here or there?

As you can tell, dear reader, Challenger was far

from being himself as we threw ourselves into his

pursuit. The calculations of Klothe and Melenkius

had shown that if Challenger was heading for the

Raak home-world, Raraak-Ra, we would overtake

him with days to spare. The top speed of a head in a

helmet, they told me, is high, but would easily be

matched and beaten by the new and improved

Rocket. You have plenty of time to catch up – the

question is, what state will he be in when you find

him? I enquired as to their meaning, and Klothe

hinted of an affliction by the name of space-happi-

ness. If he goes space-happy, said the engineer, you

will have to take great care of him. He may well

resent being rescued. Poppycock, I had said.

Challenger would never go mad! But Melenkius had

pointed out that it wasn’t a form of insanity, at least

within its normal context – it was an entirely rational

and intelligent reaction to the infinities of space. It

was the first step to cosmic awareness. In fact, they

How to Get Ahead in Space
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told me, checking to see that Master Zangpan wasn’t

around, that was how all this came about. I didn’t

understand. Master Zangpan, said Klothe, had origi-

nally gone by the name of Chow Mi-Sun, a Japanese

astronaut whose orbital laboratory had malfunc-

tioned. Two of the other astronauts had been killed

immediately in the accident, while Chow, preparing

to leave the air-lock to perform experiments on a

space-walk, had found himself out in space with no

way of getting back inside. Certain meditations he

then performed had opened the doors to Zangpan’s

World. I informed them that Zangpan had spoken to

us of certain tantric rituals. They looked at each

other, then smiled. The experiments, they said, had

been with regard to zero gravity and zero environ-

ment sex. There had been another astronaut with

him, by the name of Mai-Lee. Staring death in the

face, they had elected to continue with the experi-

ments regardless. This had led to Chow’s space-hap-

piness and subsequent enlightenment. I wondered

how they had performed such a feat in the cold

vacuum of space, but it had all been planned, said

Klothe, the spacesuits were of a special Siamese

variety. I asked what had become of Mai-Lee, did she

have a world of her own too? They frowned and

looked rather sad. I’m afraid not, said Melenkius.

Only Master Zangpan made it through. She died long

before the Japanese rescue mission was able to reach

her. That was when Master Zangpan created his rules

regarding the messing-up of time, said Klothe. He

takes them very seriously. Investigating the circum-

stances of his disappearance was a vital step for the

Earth people along the road to cosmic consciousness

– if Mai-Lee’s body had not been found, it would

have been assumed that the two of them had simply

been swept away into the depths of space and no

progress would have been made.

Do I need to describe the exultation on board the

Rocket when the blip of Challenger’s head showed

up on the sensors? Those who can imagine it for

themselves must bear with me while I describe the

scene for those who are, perhaps, reading this

account at the end of a long day. Lord Roxton leapt

to his feet with a great cheer, dropping his cards all

over the floor, and Summerlee followed suit, while I

grumbled about having a winning hand.

‘He’s dead ahead,’ said Lord Roxton.

Professor Summerlee looked askance at him. ‘I

sincerely hope he isn’t.’

‘I’ll get the grabber ready,’ said I to the two of

them. I was referring to one of the many improve-

ments made to the ship by Klothe and Melenkius.
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The grabber was a device which would allow the

user to grab (hence the name, naturally) objects from

the exterior. If at that time the ship was within a

hostile environment, such as undersea or out in

space, the object would be brought through an air-

lock. My task was to use the grabber to pull

Challenger’s tiny spaceship inside, while Roxton and

Summerlee would have to match our velocity with

that of our comrade’s head.

Meanwhile, Challenger was comparing the experi-

ence of travelling through inter-stellar space with

certain thought experiments he had performed upon

himself while lying in bed as a child. Tucked inside

a bundle of warm blankets, insulated from the cold

and hidden from the world, he would close his eyes

and prepare for sleep. And often, waiting for the

Sandman to come and sprinkle dust upon him, he

would try to reorientate his perception of the room.

He had always found it remarkably easy to convince

himself that his bed pointed from east to west,

instead of vice versa, or to north or south. In the

darkness there was no real sense of direction, and

being in space was just like that. Usually he thought

of himself as travelling from left to right along a hor-

izontal plane, as would a man in a car, but without

gravity to provide a sense of direction there was no

reason why he should not consider himself to be

rocketing forever upward and away! Often he did,

and with equal regularity came the terrifying times

when he seemed to be plummeting into an infinite

abyss. One sign that he was not himself (he was, after

all, less than one fifth in fact of the man he used to

be) was that Challenger permitted these periods of

terror to continue, rather than struggling to bring

them to an end, because he was enjoying the sensa-

tion of fear. He felt himself on the verge of a break-

through. If he could orientate his mind in the right

manner, and if he could make himself fall in the right

direction, into the right dimension… It was all

becoming so clear, the Zang and the Pan… Could

there be a second Master..?

I have detailed how each of the parties involved

arrived at the nexus where our two journeys inter-

sected. Gliding serenely (most of the time) through

space, the tiny drive at the back of the modified

space helmet pushing him ever onward, never seeing

his destination but knowing it nevertheless,

Challenger never heard our approach. Apart from the

fact that our ship was silent in its running, there is no

sound in space – no sound, said Challenger to me

later, other than a silence which is so loud it can

deafen you. We came up on him suddenly and he

spotted us out of the corner of his eye – imagine

trying to see what is under your feet without being

able to lower your head. That was Challenger’s situ-

ation, apart from the fact that he had no feet – or

rather, that his feet were currently being cared for in

an other-dimensional quasi-space!

If Roxton and Summerlee had not been able to

match speeds the operation could not have gone

ahead, but thankfully the potential difficulties of the

task were eliminated by the sophisticated motion

sensors which had been installed by Challenger and

upgraded by Zangpan’s tame engineers. Mercifully

soon, for the tension was gnawing at my stomach

like a bad case of Delhi belly, I was given the go-

ahead. I began to manipulate the controls which sent

the grabber’s arm out towards our spinning space-

man. Presumably, as we were so close to him now

that if he had still been in one piece his monstrous

backside would have obscured the view-screen,

Challenger now knew it was the Rocket that had

come to his rescue. Yet to see the frantic gyrations of

his little helmet as my grabber approached (there was

little else the poor fellow was in a position to do) one

would have thought us the Raak or worse. Finally the

grabber-hand clamped gently but firmly about the

helmet.

‘Better check that we have the right head,’ said

Summerlee to me.

‘Okay,’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose that would

hurt.’ I moved the arm around so that it held the

helmet, face forward, in front of our view-screen. At

this point the miniature spacecraft’s own engine cut

out, frustrated as it was in its desire to travel onward.

We all cheered as we recognised the familiar red

and simian face and the bristling beard, then peered

curiously at the screen as we realised he was trying

to yell something at us, his face distorted with anger.

‘What do you make of that?’ asked Professor

Summerlee. ‘He seems quite distressed.’

‘Perhaps he’s been turned into a living bomb,’ said

Lord Roxton, ‘and he’s trying to warn us that he’ll

explode when we bring him inside.’

‘What a lively idea,’ said the professor. ‘However,

I am of the opinion that Challenger has probably

gone doolally. We were warned this might happen,

and, let’s face it, he did not have very far to go!’

Lord Roxton pursed his lips pensively. ‘What do

you think, Malone?’

I looked into Challenger’s eyes. I saw nothing to

make me feel he was trying to warn us off. Rather, I

felt the anger was for himself, that through the

barrier of space he was screaming to be left alone. It

could only be madness – I could only hope it was of

a temporary variety. ‘I think there is only one way to
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find out what he is saying, and that is to bring him

inside.’

Summerlee nodded and Roxton shrugged. ‘I will

go along with the majority decision,’ he said. ‘I was

just trying to come up with a worst-case scenario, but

I do not really expect Challenger to blow up in our

faces – other than in a metaphorical sense, that is. Go

ahead and bring him in.’

Summerlee twisted the knob on the console which

opened the exterior hatch of the air-lock and we

heard the whoosh of air being claimed by the void.

Under my instruction the grabber tucked Challenger

into the air-lock and Summerlee closed the exterior

hatch. As I pumped air into the air-lock chamber the

waves of sound which emanated from Challenger’s

ample mouth found a medium via which they could

assault our ears. His voice was a bit muffled, but I

made out something about some confounded idiots. I

could not have guessed who he meant by that.

‘I don’t suppose you’d like to reconsider,’ I said to

the others with a grimace. ‘We have yet to pass the

Rubicon.’ But my enquiry was not at all serious.

Despite his obnoxious and unmitigatedly bad behav-

iour, Challenger was our friend and it was our place

to assist him, whatever the situation.

Summerlee twisted the knob which opened the

interior air-lock hatch. It swung open and there was

Challenger sitting in the wall like a turkey in an

oven. He lost no time in loosing his invective upon

us face to face.

‘Get me out of here, you bloody idiots!’

‘Hold on, Challenger,’ I said. ‘We’ll have you

right as rain in no time. Professor Summerlee, would

you like to prepare the robot body?’

Summerlee nodded and moved to unpack a trunk

we had brought from Zangpan’s World. As he did, I

lifted Challenger and his little spacecraft from the

cubby-hole. I carried him over to the foldable table

which we had erected at the centre of the four com-

fortable chairs, and set him down upon it. Eventually

he stopped swearing long enough for me to ask how

to open up the helmet.

‘Just press the red button,’ he said through gritted

teeth.

I did so and the helmet sprang open. I lifted

Challenger from it and Roxton put it down beside his

chair. Summerlee was still busy off in the corner.

It was a difficult moment. What should one say in

such a situation? Whatever one says, one runs the

risk of sounding either cruel or ridiculous. I plumped

for the ridiculous. ‘How are you, Professor

Challenger?’

He was silent for a moment, staring at me. Then he

turned, as far as he could without toppling over, to

look at Lord Roxton. I moved him a little so that we

were both within his field of vision. ‘This may well

come as something of a surprise to you, Malone, but

I am not at my best today. No, do not try to interrupt

me with your sympathy or your patronization. I am

completely cognizant of my position and I have

retained full use of my faculties.’

Roxton and I looked at one another, remembering

how Klothe had told us to handle our charge with kid

gloves. Lord John spoke first. ‘Sorry if we did any-

thing wrong, old boy. Just trying to help out and all

that. We have saved you, don’t you know?’

Challenger’s face reddened like an Englishman in

the sun. ‘You blasted idiots! Saved me, have you?

You damnable bunch of nincompoops! I was but a

hair’s breadth away from safety before you grabbed

me with that stupid extensible arm!’

‘Of course you were, Professor Challenger,’ I said

in a low, gentle voice. ‘Space happy,’ I whispered to

Roxton, before returning to the head on the table.

‘But you’re safe here, too, with all your friends. Here

I am, Edward Malone, the journalist, and I’m sure

you can’t have forgotten your old friend, Lord John

Roxton-’

‘Shut up! Lord Roxton, be so good as to give him

a clout on the head before he talks us all into an early

grave!’ Happily Roxton declined and Challenger

paused for a moment, visibly trying to calm himself.

‘I thank you for your attentions, but we must address

ourselves to matters of grave importance. First things

first. Did you manage to save the Ka-Marians?’

‘We did indeed,’ I said quietly, subdued by the

violent reaction to my earlier words. ‘It was quite an

adventure-’

‘Not now,’ said Challenger in a more mild tone,

even though he was still interrupting me. ‘You can

provide me with the details at a later date. However,

I do thank you all most profoundly – from the bottom

of my chin, so to speak – for the good you have done.

It is good to have friends upon whom one can rely in

an emergency.’

‘What else are friends for,’ said Professor

Summerlee over his shoulder, ‘if not for evacuating

planets from time to time?’

‘Unfortunately,’ continued Challenger calmly, ‘in

my present state of incapacity I am forced to rely

upon you once again. Malone, when I said that I had

almost reached safety you said that I must be space-

happy – your words were more apposite than you

imagined, applying not only to your own sack-

headed interpretation of events but also, in fact, to

the actual events themselves. I was, before you
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reached me, deeply space-happy and on the brink of

a scientific breakthrough in the realm of cosmic

awareness. I believe that in a matter of minutes I

would have successfully managed to remove myself

to Zangpan’s World – an ability known to the

enlightened as auto-dimensionality. Instead of

which, my three good friends dragged me back into

imminent danger.’

‘I hope that you will not be offended, old man,’

said Lord Roxton, ‘if I declare that to be the most

preposterous tosh I ever heard. However, I accept

that the galaxy is a stranger place than I could ever

know and so I shall let it slide for now. On the other

hand, I am somewhat alarmed by your statement that

we snatched you back from safety into imminent

danger. As far as I know, you were still two days

travel from the planet of Raraak-Ra. We overhauled

you long before you reached your destination. So

you see that either you are mistaken, or there is an

element to this situation of which we are not yet

aware.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Professor Challenger. ‘You better

get that robot body ready for me sharpish,

Summerlee – it is worse than I feared. I assumed that

at least you knew what you had got yourselves into!

If I was travelling to Raraak-Ra, it would indeed

have taken me another two days to get there.

However, that was not my destination. I would have

arrived today, in about twenty minutes as a matter of

fact. Hence my determination to achieve auto-dimen-

sionality.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said pitifully.

Challenger continued with his lecture. ‘The

message being sent was simple and required no

words – simply a head – to convey it. Earthmen have

left their own system. They have interfered in our

affairs and they must now be destroyed !’

‘If not to Raraak-Ra, then where were you

heading?’ asked Lord Roxton.

‘Why,’ said Challenger, ‘such a communication

would only be delivered to the very heart of Raak

government! Therefore, until my voyage was so

rudely interrupted, I was on my way to the Raak

Battlefleet, currently stationed on the edge of

Raraak-Ra’s solar system and waiting for action!’

‘Uh-oh,’ said Summerlee, putting down the metal

arms and legs he had been working on to respond to

some flashing lights on the console. ‘I think you gen-

tlemen would be well advised to take a look at this.’

Roxton picked up Challenger and we went over to

examine the sensor read-outs.

‘These readings demonstrate the veracity of my

previous statement,’ said Challenger from under

Lord John’s arm, ‘though I dearly wish it did not.

Gentlemen, we are now situated squarely in the

middle of the Raak Imperial Battlefleet, the deadliest

force for destruction in all of creation. There are a

thousand ships on every side, each of them packed to

the brim with destructive weaponry and ferocious

Raak warriors. Please consider that a single ship of

this type was enough to destroy the Moon before

making suggestions as to the most appropriate course

of action.’
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‘We are in a tricky spot, there is no doubting that,’

said Professor Summerlee, looking with concern at

the view-screen. The Raak armada hung there in the

blackness of space with a sublime malevolence.

Sheer evil, just waiting for a chance to flex its

muscles, looking for a bug to squash. Summerlee felt

eminently squashable. He turned to watch Professor

Challenger scratching his nose. Challenger stared

right back at him.

‘This is a seven light year itch, I’ll have you

know!’

Summerlee’s eyebrows rose. ‘I’m sure it is. Apart

from that, how does the new body feel?’

‘Not too bad,’ replied Challenger, extending the

metallic arms to their full length.

‘Four metres,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘That is quite a

reach. You could become a champion of the ring

should you so choose!’

Challenger laughed. ‘The Queensberry Rules

probably prohibit telescopic arms, although I may be

wrong!’ He wore no clothes upon his body, which

was approximately one hundred and eighty centime-

tres in height – disregarding the head which we had

attached to it. Said height could be varied, since in

addition to the arms, the legs (and the neck and

waist) were adjustable and extensible. His body, as I

said, stood naked to the world for a simple reason.

Not having long to throw together a suitable pros-

thetic body, Klothe and Melenkius had not taken the

time to create one which possessed the same capac-

ity for certain activities which a human body would

have had – therefore there was no need for modesty.

Some lady readers may be shocked by this nudity,

but consider this: you do not dress a kettle or your

pots and pans! When you cloak a teapot in a tea-cosy

it is simply to keep the tea within warm, not for the

sake of modesty! Cloaking Challenger would have

served no purpose. Also, if I may be so bold as to say

so, Challenger’s new body was rather spectacular

and it would have been a shame to conceal it. Silver

and bulky like a suit of armour, articulated at the

joints and possessed of its own power source, it was

a fitting replacement for the original.

Now he had a body with which to do so, Professor

Challenger began to take control of the situation.

‘The Raak have surrounded us,’ he said. ‘But as yet I

believe them to be ignorant of our presence.

Fortunately our engines were off when they

approached. I shall now cut down on other energy

use to try and ensure that nothing gives us away.’

While saying this he moved to the controls and

switched and twiddled virtually every knob. The

lights dimmed and the tea-maker installed by the

considerate Melenkius ceased its brewing. ‘Only life

support systems remain in operation,’ he said with a

nod. ‘That should keep us safe for a while.’

‘If they are on patrol and they have not seen us,’ I

said, peering at Challenger through the gloom, ‘there

is no need for us to act, is there? If we lie doggo long

enough they should continue on their own sweet

way, leaving us free to travel back to Earth.’

He came back from the console and joined us in

the comfortable upholstered chairs before speaking.

‘I should be careful not to tear this,’ he said ruefully.

‘With my copper bottom I might as well be sitting on

a rock as on this delightful piece of English furni-

ture.’

‘I shall thank you not to speak of your bottom,

copper or not,’ said Professor Summerlee, to the

approval of Lord Roxton and myself. ‘Such talk

revives memories of our journey to Planet 93 and

your unhealthy reaction to the Dra-wak-ooan

Metelburbs!’

Professor Challenger laughed at the memory of

the nasal agony he had caused us. ‘When next I build

a space-craft I shall be sure to include in the design

air filters adequate to protect the fragile noses of my

companions!’

When we stopped laughing Lord Roxton held up a

hand to attract Challenger’s attention. ‘What say, old

man, we take the time to have a glass of whisky! I

know we are in a rum situation and all, but if the sit-

uation is not too urgent I believe a swig or two of the

golden stuff would help us all!’

I stuck an elbow into his ribs for his tactlessness.

For a second I thought he would break my arm, but

then his intellect over-rode his instincts and he took

time to consider his previous words. ‘Oh, I see,’ he

said after a pause. ‘Sorry, Challenger old chap! In the

darkness your predicament sort of slipped my mind.

No harm done, eh?’

‘None at all, Lord Roxton,’ said the unoffended

party. ‘Though I thank Malone for his concern, I am

perfectly able to consume food and drink. The neck

Flies in Honey
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attachment simply breaks it down and uses it for

power. As for your suggestion, I agree that though

the situation be rum, the drink must be whisky! I’ll

be hanged if I’ll let the blasted beetles stop me enjoy-

ing a gentleman’s comforts!’

He went to the rear of the cabin and poured a glass

for each of us, stretching his arm out to hand us the

drinks from where he stood. Lord Roxton called it a

neat party trick, and Summerlee made mention of

fossil-hunting trips in the Andes when such an ability

would have been more than useful. Pleasurably soon

three of us were relaxing while the golden pools in

our bellies warmed our souls. The fourth member of

our crew took extra time to relish the taste upon his

tongue.

‘To return to Malone’s earlier suggestion,’ said

Challenger from the murk. ‘It would be lovely if all

we had to do was hold out and keep quiet until they

went away. Sadly that will not be enough. One objec-

tion to this is a matter of political morality, in that

such an approach rarely works with aggressors and

conquerors, whereas the other is a question of

physics. I am afraid that as the fleet passed by – and

remember that we are talking about a substantial

number of ships with a very substantial sum total of

mass – we were swept up in their gravitational pull.

Result: we are slap bang in the middle of them with

no way of getting out!’

‘That does not sound good,’ said Professor

Summerlee. ‘But from the relatively cheery tone of

your voice I deduce that our position is not hopeless.

I suppose you expect us to beg the mighty Challenger

to enlighten us once more. Well, consider the

begging done! I am a proud man, but do not confuse

the justifiable pride I have in my achievements with

the kind of pride that gets men killed because they do

not recognise that they are out of their depth.’

‘There is, as you have surmised, a spark of hope,’

said Challenger. ‘If we could create a distraction

large enough to interest the Raak, the Rocket could

sneak away to safety!’

‘What a brilliant concept!’ said Summerlee. ‘The

reasons for which they call you a genius are mani-

fest! Now if we can only think of a suitable distrac-

tion, stuck here in empty space!’

Though the darkness prevented me from knowing,

I imagine that Challenger glowered at Summerlee as

he replied. ‘Keep your flippancy to yourself, old

friend! I have a plan which could save the three of

you, and I shall be the one putting my life on the

line!’

Professor Summerlee was not cowed. ‘What a fine

idea. We chase half-way across the galaxy to rescue

you and now you are going to sacrifice yourself so
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we can get away! I look forward to describing our

successful mission to Master Zangpan and the

Mechanical Housewife!’

Lord Roxton interrupted him with a polite cough.

‘The mission will have been a success if the men and

women of Earth still wake next week to a sky that is

blue, if their choice is not between slavery and death,

and if the Raak Empire still believes us to be a bunch

of harmless midges not worthy of their attention.

What I am trying to say is this: we must escape or

die, and those that do not escape must ensure that

their death leaves an unrecognisable body.’

‘Thank you for explaining things so bluntly and

succinctly,’ said Challenger. ‘You will no doubt be

pleased to learn that my plan involves the strapping

of explosives to my body.’

‘I like it already,’ said Professor Summerlee,

before Challenger outlined the rest of the plan. None

of us were wild about his proposal, but then none of

us were able to offer anything better. We agreed to go

along with it, though every one of us expressed

regret that he could not take the place of brave

Professor Challenger.

‘That is very courageous of you all,’ said our

friend. ‘Believe me, I would not hesitate in entrust-

ing this part of the plan to any of you – in fact I

would be more than happy to do so, my reasons

being partly selfish and partly a recognition of the

fact that none of you, to the best of my knowledge,

has a wife awaiting your return – but unfortunately I

am (again, to the best of my knowledge) the only one

of us with detachable body parts.’

He began by enlisting the aid of Professor

Summerlee in effecting some redesigns upon the

space-helmet that had carried him so far into space.

Picking it up from beside Roxton’s chair he wiped a

few drops of whisky off it with distaste.

‘I’m sorry, Challenger,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘It must

have happened when you told us about the plan. The

part about blowing up the Queen-Ship startled me.’

‘I do not mean to be over-fussy,’ said Challenger

in return. ‘But you should bear in mind that if by

chance I do not make it back to the ship, this helmet

could be my home for a considerable period of time.’

The next step was to disconnect his head from his

new body. As the joint was a push-fit connection this

did not prove problematic. Returned to his position

on the table Challenger continued to instruct us,

while sucking whisky through a straw. A condemned

man’s hearty breakfast, he said with grim humour.

We then proceeded to throw Challenger’s body

out of the ship. One by one his limbs were placed in

the air-lock’s cubbyhole before being ejected into

space, and then his torso, heavy with bombs and

explosives, took the same route. Caught up in the

same gravity trap as the Rocket, all of the mechani-

cal attachments kept pace alongside us. A peculiar

aspect of the slightly gruesome situation – it felt

oddly like we were disposing of a corpse – was that

the motion of the prostheses and our ship was not

immediately visible to our eyes. It seemed as if we

were at rest in the void with Challenger’s body parts

floating beside us. This effect was produced by the

speed of the Rocket being identical to that of the

prostheses and, indeed, to the objects in space which

provided our frame of reference: the battleships of

the malignant fleet. It was only when one looked

beyond the ships that crowded the view-screen that

one saw how the stars were gently turning to the

right. The Raak were apparently patrolling a simple

circle with the sun of Raraak-Ra at its distant centre.

Once all the other bits and pieces had been ejected,

it was time for the head to follow. First we replaced

him in the helmet, the drive of which had now been

shifted so that it protruded from the back of the head,

rather than the bottom. This would allow Challenger

to use the airtight helmet and its neutron booster

while still hooked up to his new body. The mecha-

nism which had carried the memory of the miniature

spaceship’s original destination had been shorted

out, and so Challenger would now be able to control

the drive himself via the controls mounted on the

front of the helmet.

Finally the time had come for Challenger to go.

Professor Summerlee lifted the helmet and placed

it in the cubbyhole, asking him, ‘Are you ready?’

To which Challenger replied, ‘There is no prepar-

ing oneself for such an experience. My chances of

survival are low, yet in the worst eventuality, if I do

not make it to the rendezvous, be aware of the possi-

bility that I have arrived at Zangpan’s World before

you.’

‘If you manage to achieve auto-dimensionality; I

know,’ said Summerlee. ‘But it would take us three

or four weeks to get back to Zangpan’s meeting-

point on the Moon – that is a long time to worry

about the fate of a comrade. Do your best to get back

to us in one piece.’

‘I shall try,’ said Challenger before the hatch

swung shut, ‘though you should make allowances for

the fact that being already in seven or eight pieces I

begin the mission at a disadvantage.’

The three of us looked sadly at each other once he

was out in space. We held out little hope for his sur-

vival. Trying to put such thoughts aside I addressed

myself to the grabber, with which I put Challenger
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‘I don’t know about you,’ said Lord Roxton to the

two of us, ‘but I could really use a shot of whisky

right now.’ He went off to the rear of the cabin before

we had even had a chance to reply. It seemed that

Lord John was developing a fondness with the spirit

of the north that stretched perhaps to over-familiar-

ity.

‘Do you think that is particularly wise?’ asked

Summerlee with more than a hint of concern. ‘What

if Challenger sends the signal and we are all asleep

in our cups?’

Lord Roxton shrugged and said, ‘It will be all

right, professor. Don’t worry so much. Sometimes a

man gets something of a thirst and I’ve got one right

now.’

Professor Summerlee was not in the mood to back

away from an argument – in any case there was little

else for us to do while Challenger was off on his

mission. ‘Lord Roxton, tell me, do you know the

meaning of the word alcoholic ?’

‘I think I do,’ said Roxton as he returned to his

chair with a full glass of whisky in his hand. ‘It is a

word which indicates whether a drink is worth the

effort it takes to drink it, old chap.’ With that he

gulped down half the contents of the glass.

‘In your case,’ replied Summerlee, raising his

voice, ‘it describes a man who is unusually depend-

ent upon the consumption of alcohol. Someone who

finds it hard to face a crisis without a drink in his

hand! Lord Roxton, I believe you are very near to

alcoholism!’

‘Steady on, Summerlee,’ I said, trying to defuse

the argument. ‘All of us have drunk our share of

whisky on this trip, yourself included. Nothing sinis-

ter about that!’

‘On the contrary,’ said Professor Summerlee, ‘I

am beginning to suspect there is something very sin-

ister about this indeed! You saw the secretive con-

versations between Roxton and Mrs Challenger back

on Earth.’ There was obviously more to his words

than he was willing to say explicitly, and I thought he

was about to continue. However, thinking better of it

he pressed his lips together and said nothing.

‘That,’ said Lord Roxton darkly, ‘is a place you do

not want to go.’

‘It isn’t?’ answered Summerlee sharply, his anger

reaching its peak. Whereas the temper of Professor

Challenger was akin to a volcano, a violent explosion

which might or might not be preceded by warning

rumblings from the deep, Summerlee’s ire was more

like a man climbing a mountain, with a steady pro-

gression from the base to the summit. Having

reached the upper limit, his anger now fell away.

‘No, I suppose you are right. You may be drinking

too much of the whisky, but we are still comrades

and it is not befitting that I should impugn your

honour.’

‘That is more like it,’ I said. My journalistic

instincts screamed at me to encourage their bickering

– there were secrets here simply begging to be

unearthed – but my better instincts told me that they

might well be secrets I would rather not know. ‘Let’s

not forget that we are all friends here.’

‘However,’ resumed Summerlee, doing his best to

stare Roxton in the eye despite the darkness in the

cabin, ‘should I learn at a later date that your honour

was not worthy of my trust, I shall demand satisfac-

tion.’

‘And you shall receive it, my fellow, one way or

another,’ said Roxton blearily.

Challenger, while all that was taking place, was

enjoying his jaunt through space. The sensations

were much the same as they had been during the

flight from Planet 93, though they would probably

The Interstellar Battleships
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back together again. That we had to operate at the

lowest possible power levels made it a painfully slow

process, as did the fact that I was learning for the first

time how to handle objects in zero gravity, but per-

severance told in the end. Challenger scooted round

to the front of the ship and gave us a cheerful wave

through the view-screen – we waved back, even

though the composition of the window prevented

him from being able to see the symbol of our good

wishes. We knew that the blackness of the screen

from his position would not prevent him from

knowing that we waved – and that was not a matter

of cosmic awareness, but of simple friendship.

Then off he flew into the night.



have differed had he been sporting his original body.

The temporary mechanism provided by Klothe and

Melenkius was wonderful in many marvellous ways,

but without Challenger’s head actually being present

during its construction they had been unable to cali-

brate it fully. It monitored his brain-waves to dis-

cover his intentions, translating them into actions

with a speed which made his old body of flesh and

blood seem positively sluggish, but it was unable to

transmit in turn its own sense impressions to his

mind. The result of this was that in space his only

awareness of the body came as a result of the drag

created by its trailing behind the helmet, unless he

actually looked down at himself.

In the cabin he had found himself forced to

conduct himself in the manner of a leper – constantly

keeping watch on his extremities for fear of them

hitting something and causing damage. Of course,

where a leper would damage his own nerve-damaged

body tissue, Challenger’s steel hands could have

broken or injured the cabin’s contents; the instru-

ments, the furniture or the people.

Out in space he was free from that constant worry,

and if he did not start to throw his extensible arms

and legs about like a screwball cross between a

acrobat and an octopus, that was only because it

might have alerted the Raak to his presence. He

glided smoothly through the proverbial emptiness of

space (which from his position, he reflected,

amongst the ten thousand ships of the Raak

Battlefleet, was not half as empty as he would have

wished), giving every ship the widest possible berth,

but heading inexorably toward the rear of the

armada.

As he moved away from the centre of the gravity

trap a modification of his method of travel became

necessary. When he had first been re-assembled

outside the Rocket his velocity and direction had

been determined by the velocity and direction of the

fleet. At that point he had been able to regard the

fleet and himself as at rest, the gravity trap holding

their relative positions constant – other than when he

made use of the helmet’s drive. However, towards

the rear of the fleet the effect of the gravity trap was

lessened and he had also to use the drive to keep up.

Gradually the situation changed so that instead of

being a bird flying among very ominous clouds, he

became a cowboy racing after a speeding train. The

chances of detection increased in direct proportion to

the additional power being used.

The one way in which that last simile was not

accurate is that Challenger was already ahead of the

train. He now had to slow down so that it drew level

with him, though every ounce of his brain screamed

the message, ‘Leave! Leave!’ Unfortunately, he told

himself, there are times when a hero must do things

such as this, like it or not. Some people would find

no solace in the fact that though they died, their name

would live on. Challenger was not to be numbered

among that breed of snivelling cowards and selfish

buffoons (though I must confess that I, personally,

am). He knew that if the very worst eventuality

became actuality, I would record his story in writing

for the people of Zangpan’s World. My readers may

be confused by this: that while they have heard of

Challenger’s injunction against Earthly publication,

they do in fact hold a copy of that very same story in

their hands. I assure you that this matter shall be

resolved.

Coming ever closer to the dread battle cruiser that

brought up the rear, Challenger bid farewell to the

stars as, one by one, they were blotted out of exis-

tence. Whatever the faults of the Raak, he thought,

they certainly know how to build bloody big space-

ships. To say that the size of the ship dwarfed him

would be an understatement. It reduced him to the

size of a pea, then a pinhead, then an atom.

Approaching it inspired him with awe, but also with

disgust, that such evident scientific and technical

ability as the Raak obviously possessed was being

perverted to such disgraceful ends.

Although the ship was large and impressive, do

not be deluded into thinking that it was beautiful. Big

is not always beautiful, in my humble opinion, and,

in fact, large is often grotesque. For every pyramid of

the pharaohs there is an Eiffel Tower! I believe my

assertion is also supported by the example of

Challenger himself, a far from handsome specimen,

but one of indubitable size. The Raak battleship was

designed in a manner intended to cast fear into their

enemies, similar in many aspects to the horrifying

appearance of their individual selves. Challenger

said to me at a later date – but what is that plaintive

noise I hear from beyond the pages of my account?

You are unhappy, my faithful reader? As an author I

do try to be responsive to the sentiments of my audi-

ence, and I am always delighted to hear your com-

ments. You say that you are disappointed by the acci-

dental and altogether casual revelation of

Challenger’s survival? Come now, you should have

guessed that it would take more than fighting the

most destructive force in the universe to send

Professor Challenger to the funeral parlour! (Perhaps

I should say the second most destructive force in the

universe, having been one of the unfortunate few to

have shared an enclosed space with the professor
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after a meal of sausage, egg and beans.)

To continue with my tale: at a later date

Challenger told me that in his opinion the battleships

of the Raak resembled nothing so much as a pair of

the beetle warriors themselves engaging in, ahem,

intimate relations. (Though my plain-speaking friend

used more colourful phraseology!) From the distance

at which we stood from them no details were visible.

Silhouetted against a backdrop of stars they looked

like shiny black rugby balls, bristling with spikes like

a porcupine. Each enormous spike was a horrendous

gun, each of a differently awful breed, any one of

which had the ability to incinerate London. All too

soon I would have the unwished-for opportunity to

examine the largest of the ships at close quarters for

myself.

One hand operating the controls upon his chin, the

other removing an explosive device from one of the

many straps around his body, Challenger negotiated

his way between the spines to reach the outer hull of

the ship and land on it with a clang which he hoped

had not carried into the atmosphere inside the enemy

ship. The sound made his ears ring painfully, being

conducted along the length of his metal body and

passed into the atmosphere within his helmet, but

that would be the least of his worries should the Raak

detect him. He judged himself to be close enough to

the back end of the ship to suit the purposes of the

plan, and so, activating magnetic elements in the

base of his mechanical feet to hold him fast and

steady, he switched off the helmet drive. The most

difficult part was over – at least with regard to this

ship.

He literally bent to his task, fixing the explosive –

one of Klothe and Melenkius’s patented planet-

busters – securely to the hull. He armed it and

instructed it to explode two hours later, synchronis-

ing his pocket watch with the bomb’s timer. (The

pocket watch was an interesting item, brought from

Earth by Challenger and discovered upon his body as

Melenkius took measurements for the robotic

replacement. After a certain amount of prodding

from Melenkius, Klothe had built a compartment for

it into the chest of the new body. Melenkius had

rejigged the insides of the watch, providing it with a

variety of new functions – although he neglected to

provide Challenger with a manual to explain their

use – and a energy battery to power it which would

outlive us all, and making it space-proof. One would

almost have thought, from such details as the watch

and the copious amounts of explosives stowed

aboard the ship, that Zangpan and his friends had

been expecting us to come up with a plan like this.)

Happy with his work, he disengaged himself from

the hull and blasted over to another ship.

Working in this way along the length of the rear of

the fleet, randomly choosing which Raak would live

and which would die, he used up the majority of his

explosives, all of them programmed to go off within

five seconds, plus or minus, of the first he had set. He

was lucky enough to escape trouble, except for a

minor skirmish with an engineer working to re-align

one of the big guns. A foot telescoped out in a flash

and the poor creature’s head was knocked into space

before he had a chance to bring the fury of the fleet

to bear upon Challenger.

When bombs and time began to run low he started

to head back toward the centre of the fleet, casually

dropping off the odd explosive here and there. These

were programmed to go off a little later than the

others, the delay period progressively rising as he

headed for the Queen-Ship, the most massive and

horrible of them all. As he touched down on that

alien vessel he checked his watch. Ten minutes

before the explosions would begin. He rubbed his

metal hands with glee and placed the final three

planet-busters on the Queen-Ship’s dark exterior and

set them to go off in seventeen minutes time. After

standing back up he twisted off one of his fingers.

Pressing hard on the knuckle, he then released it and

watched it fly away (in our direction).

‘I think I had best be leaving,’ he said to no one in

particular before taking flight himself. In accordance

with our plan he headed in the direction of Sirius.

The theory was that travelling in the same direction

we would soon be able to find each other. Of course,

we were not relying on making visual contact –

Challenger’s new body contained a more powerful

version of the transmitters which we had carried in

our toes during the Planet 93 mission.

When the finger knocked upon the view-screen of

the Rocket the scene within turned from one of tired

and angry silence to one of eager energy and life. The

three of us sprang from our chairs like gazelles – it is

unlikely that in the long and winding history of

mankind three men have ever shown more haste to

remove themselves from such comfortable arm-

chairs.

‘There’s the signal! Roxton, make ready with the

power,’ I said, taking control and giving the orders

for once, seeing as they were hardly talking to each

other. We all knew our parts perfectly, so of course

there was no real need for anyone to give any orders.

However, during our many adventures we had come

to the conclusion that it was often morale-boosting to

have someone take charge – especially for the person

Professor Challenger in Space    25



giving the orders. In this case, though, it was the

crewmen who needed to be pepped up.

‘Summerlee, keep your hands on those controls!

Prepare yourselves for action!’

Suddenly a shudder ran through the ship, all the

lights came on and the engine started to turn over.

My heart filled with horror, I saw every city-sized

battleship on the view-screen turn in our direction. A

million guns pointed at a single point in space – the

one we occupied. If all had fired at once it would

probably have been enough to blast a hole in the very

fabric of the universe.

I looked at Summerlee and Roxton. ‘Which of you

did that?’ There was no expression in my voice,

events had moved beyond the need for displays of

emotion.

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Summerlee, turning off

the engines. Trying to use them now would be

suicide. ‘It must have been Roxton. What was it,

John? Your hands shaking from the way you

drowned your brain in whisky?’

‘No,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘It wasn’t that. But I know

what it was. And I am to blame.’

‘You can’t have-’ I did not complete the sentence.

I could not suspect him of treachery.

‘Come to the back of the cabin,’ said our aristo-

cratic colleague. As no other potential actions of

interest presented themselves, Summerlee and I did

as he requested. Halfway across the deck the Rocket

began to shake again. This time it did not stop and

the silhouette of the Queen-Ship began to grow

larger on the screen. Roxton shrugged, commenting

that being captured was better than being annihilated.

‘If levels of Raak alertness follow a normal distribu-

tion, and I imagine that they do, we should have at

least one chance of escape before being executed.’

‘That’s a relief,’ I observed. ‘So what gave us

away, Lord John?’

He pointed at the whisky dispenser.

I didn’t understand what he meant, but Summerlee

did. ‘Oh my word!’

‘You remember how proud Challenger was with

regard to his whisky during our first stay on

Zangpan’s World?’ I nodded. Challenger had stead-

fastly refused to accept that any whisky could be

finer than that produced by his own distillery, despite

all evidence to the contrary provided by Master

Zangpan. Suddenly the source of our predicament

became clear.

‘Klothe and Melenkius refitted the whole ship, but

they didn’t touch the distillery. They didn’t want to

affect its authentic flavour. It’s still rigged up to its

original power source, isn’t it?’

‘That’s about the long and the tall of it,’ said

Roxton. ‘All the whisky I drank left the dispenser

empty and it cranked up the mobile distillery. Hey

presto, young fellah-my-lad, one carefully laid plan

ruined by too much drinking. Not an unusual occur-

rence in my life, you know.’

‘I must say that I would rather not bring this up,’ I

said to them as we dropped ourselves back into the

armchairs, possibly for the final time. ‘But didn’t you

say something, Lord Roxton, about those who failed

to escape having to die by their own hands?’

Roxton pushed his bottom lip hard against the

upper and frowned. ‘I suppose I did, young Malone.’

He looked at Professor Summerlee, who looked the

other way. ‘I’d had a few shots of the old whisky

back then, and I wasn’t quite myself.’

‘But you said that allowing the Raak to take us

alive would place the Earth in terrible danger!’

‘So it would, so it would. On the other hand, if

none of us lives to warn our fellow Earthmen of the

danger posed by the Raak Empire, they’ll die

anyway in the end. Let’s just hang on for a moment.

Where there’s life, there’s hope. Challenger is still

out there, after all. He’s our ace in the hole, so to

speak.’

The Rocket was now so close to the Queen-Ship

that little else was visible. The mouth of the gargan-

tuan beast gaped like the gateway to the inferno. I

compelled myself to bravery and did not scream,

though I gripped the arm of the chair so tightly it

splintered. Just before we fell between the mandibles

(or loading cranes?) Professor Summerlee got up

from his chair and walked to the console, where he

consulted the ship’s chronometer.
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‘They may have come too late to save us,’ he said

over his shoulder, ‘but I suppose that we should still

watch the fireworks Challenger set up for us, don’t

you think? Things should begin to happen within the

next twenty seconds.’

Lord Roxton and I got back up from our chairs and

went over to stand by the view-screen. Because the

Queen-Ship greedily dominated the view, we were

forced to virtually press our noses up against the

glass to see anything else. It was worth it, though, as

when the chronometer ticked off the sixteenth second

since Summerlee had spoke there was a flash of light

(which would blinded us save for the protection of

the new and improved screen, which darkened in

response to the flare) and an almighty explosion at

the rear of the fleet. Then came another, and another,

all quickly following in succession. They were pretty

large bombs we had been using and they had quite an

effect, blowing the ships chosen by Challenger into a

billion flaming pieces. Then ships closer to us began

to explode and others began to spin around to chase

the attackers. The last thing we saw before being

swallowed by the battleship was that our attempt to

simulate a surprise attack upon the rear of the fleet

had worked. The ships scattered, trying to escape the

strafing runs and raking guns of imaginary foes.

Challenger had obviously not been able to plant

bombs on every ship in the fleet, but it was clear that

he had done a darn sight more in two hours than I

would ever have considered possible. What’s more,

he had concentrated his efforts upon the largest of the

ships, and as these now careened and careered all

over the place they created more chaos than any man

could imagine ere entering the realm of Beelzebub.

Everything had gone according to plan. The fleet

was in chaos and no Raak would be looking out for

a ship the size of the Rocket. They would assume that

only a truly mighty power would dare to attack them

so forcefully. In all the confusion it would have been

so easy to slip away into the depths of space. We

would have been home and dry.

If only the mobile distillery had not switched itself

on.

Instead, within five minutes we had been dragged

from the cabin of our cosy little space-craft and taken

to the bridge of the Queen-Ship. We watched the

Raak with interest and amusement as they tried to

locate the invisible assault upon their rear, but won-

dered to ourselves how many of the seven minutes

were left before the planet-busters attached to this

ship would explode.
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There are doubtless among my readers many who,

seeing the title of this chapter upon the page of con-

tents, surmised it to concern that happy moment fol-

lowing our return to Earth when Mrs Challenger

would save us from the twin dangers of hunger and

thirst with roast beef dinners and mugs of tea all

round! I offer no criticism of those readers, as

perhaps they have seen little in the story so far to

indicate that she would have any other role, but nev-

ertheless, they should prepare themselves for a shock

or two.

Standing on the bridge of the Queen-Ship, waiting

for the bomb to blow us to atoms, I realised why

Roxton had previously prevaricated on the subject of

suicide. We would soon be destroyed, long before the

Raak had the time to make the connection between

their three captive Earthmen and the surprise attack

currently devastating their fleet. In all probability,

there would not even be time for them to identify us

as Earthmen. For some reason at once incomprehen-

sible and essential to the human spirit, understanding

that Lord Roxton was not a coward made me feel

slightly better about my imminent death.

The interior of the ship was architecturally similar

to the Raak base on Planet 93 which Roxton and I

had invaded – dank, dismal and highly conducive to

claustrophobia. A strange construction which I had

taken at first to be some kind of aquarium for mon-

strous alien fish revealed itself to be a tactical three-

dimensional map of the ‘battle’, computer-generated

models swimming in the tank representing the

panicky state of the Raak fleet. As far as I could tell

the ships of the armada had completely switched

direction, having wheeled about to pursue the

enemies which they imagined to have struck and

then fled. Our beetle-like captors scuttled around the

map with frantic haste, often dropping to all-sixes to

move more rapidly, while we Earthmen three, tied up

together to one side and guarded by Raak that were

ugly even by their standards, struggled to maintain

our stiff upper lips. (It has to be said that Lord John

was quite magnificent in this regard, years in the

British Army having given him plenty of practice in

stoical reserve.) There could not be more than a

minute to go, I told myself, until the moment of my

death.

The explosion came. I braced myself against its

fiery touch, then wondered where I had found the

time to do so. By rights I should have been dead

before having the chance to notice the explosion. The

room filled with billowing smoke, obscuring our

view of the affected area, but from what I could per-

ceive the damage caused by the blast seemed quite

minimal.

I turned to ask the others, raising my voice above

the noise of the alarmed chitterings of the Raak,

‘What do you make of it?’ I felt quite jubilant at

having escaped death’s grasping hands, even though

the logic of the situation, had I time to think it

through, still dictated that my end must still come

soon, one way or another.

Lord Roxton speculated that one of the planet-

busters might have malfunctioned, while Professor

Summerlee wondered why the atmosphere in the

bridge was not being sucked into space. Such an

explosion must surely have created a hole in the hull.

Our rapid discussion was brought to a rapid end as

action overtook the bridge. Suddenly the fish-tank

began to display the lights of shoals of new arrivals

in the vicinity, coming up from the direction in which

the fleet had previously been travelling. It was clear

that a new player had entered the game. Needless to

say, this threw the control room into confusion – the

explosion they had virtually taken in their stride,

believing themselves to have caught a hit from one of

the invisible attackers. Now they found themselves

under attack, or so they thought, on two sides. To be

trapped in a vice was an unusual and shocking expe-

rience for these conquerors of the galaxy, but they

had not reached their dominant position through

being cowardly or weak-willed. The confusion

would have lasted but a moment, as they pulled

themselves together and began to issue orders to the

other members of the fleet, but for a new and shock-

ing event.

At first I thought Challenger had come to our

rescue, but it was not he. From out of the smoke of

the explosion strode a man; the kind of man, let me

Mrs Challenger to the

Rescue
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say, who would always be described as having

strode, or swaggered, never as having just walked

and most certainly never as having ambled. Though

I desire to convey the impression that he was an

imposing figure, do not assume that therefore he was

a tall man, for he was not, being no more than five

feet in height (or so he would claim – independent

analysis had indicated that the true figure might be

closer to four feet eleven and a half). Nevertheless he

had a presence and a charisma that would have been

the envy of many of Earth’s very tallest men. Of

course, the fact that he had just stepped from the void

of space onto the bridge of the Raak Queen-Ship did

much to enhance our opinion of him. Frankly,

though, he did not resemble a man who gave much

for the opinions of others. He looked reasonably

human, though for some reason I doubted he origi-

nated from Earth. Oddly enough, for a man in his

position, he carried no weapons, and wore only a red

suit – that is, red trousers, a red shirt, a red jacket and

a red tie – over his doughty body. He was almost

completely bald, save for a smartly cropped strip of

black hair around the base of the skull, and his eye-

brows were thin and lacquered, extending an inch

beyond the sides of his head.

As one might expect, when the Raak became

aware of the intruder on the bridge they sprung to

attack him. Paying little heed to them, he strode over

to our side. We watched in amazement as the bel-

ligerence of the Raak seemed to carry them to within

two metres of the newcomer, and no further. At that

point they seemed to meet an invisible barrier which

proved impervious to their assaults.

‘Hello,’ he said, untying us. ‘Just made it. Bomb to

explode, three seconds, mark!’

I began to ask the obvious question, in view of two

salient facts of which I was in possession – one, that

the bomb had already exploded (I later realised that

the earlier detonation had been created by our

rescuer to allow him ingress to the bridge), and two,

that if the bomb was about to explode, I was about to

die. ‘What do you me-’

I was interrupted by the explosion of the three

planet-busters. Using three bombs, each of which

was powerful enough to destroy an entire planet, to

destroy a single spaceship might have been consid-

ered overkill on Challenger’s part, but it certainly

made for an impressive explosion. Protected by the

force-field of Milo the Assassin, I was able to watch

the fireworks from the very centre of the conflagra-

tion. Most of it happened too quickly to register, but

there was an impression of a massive flash, the hull

crumpling inwards and the Raak being crushed. For

a fleeting second we found ourselves within a two-

metre sphere, the walls of which were formed of

squashed beetle and mangled machinery, before it all

flew apart to leave us standing, upon a section of

floor which, like us, had been protected from the

blast, in space, surrounded by tumbling debris.

The vast distances involved in space combat

meant that we were unable to see much of the battle

with our naked eyes, but the day clearly belonged to

the newcomers. The question was, who were they?

To whom did we owe our miraculous survival? A

number of moments passed before Professor

Summerlee, Lord Roxton or I found our tongues.

Astounded by the nature of our rescue, somewhat

dismayed by the destruction of the Raak (though it

was by our own hands, we would not have chosen to

experience it at such close quarters), none of us felt

ready to speak, while Milo the Assassin was busily

tapping away at a mechanism strapped to his wrist.

The three of us regarded each other, not yet quite

ready to believe what had happened, and tried not to

think about the way in which we were hanging in

space, apparently exposed to the vacuum.

In the end it was our rescuer who spoke next, in

the same brusque manner he had previously used.

‘You wonder who I am. Milo the Assassin, sent to

save you. Used force-field, only one of its kind.

Unique. You should be glad.’

We expressed our gratitude, before Professor

Summerlee asked, ‘Who sent you? And who is

attacking the Raak?’

‘The Challenger sent me, of course. I thought

you’d have known. The Challenger leads pan-galac-

tic alliance against Raak. Looks like victory, thanks

to you.’

‘You didn’t do such a shabby job yourself,’ said

Lord Roxton. ‘So Challenger sent you, eh? But

where did the old goat find the time to rustle up a

pan-galactic alliance?’

Milo seemed to stop breathing for a moment while

he looked at Roxton. His stance changed from that of

a man who had completed his mission to that of a

man who was all set to go to work. Upon Roxton.

‘Shouldn’t call the Challenger old goat, if I were you.

Not advisable. Will cause upset and hurt. Upset to

me. Hurt to you.’

Lord Roxton was hardly flustered, but he was a

little surprised. ‘Hey, settle down, old chap! No need

to get one’s knickers in a twist, what! We are

Challenger’s oldest friends, you know. It’s just

friendly banter – helps the action go down smoothly,

you know!’

Milo seemed hardly mollified, so I tried to change
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the course of the conversation. I said to Milo, ‘Where

is Professor Challenger, Milo? How did he manage

to arrange an alliance?’

Milo looked surprised. ‘He? You mean George

Challenger?’

Summerlee and I laughed, while Roxton began to

look decidedly uncomfortable. I said to Milo, ‘Well,

of course George! How many Challengers are out

here in space?’

‘George Challenger is half-way to the Dog Star by

now. I’m here under auspices of the Macabre and

Ibis.’

‘You mean,’ said Lord Roxton who seemed,

despite the bafflement of Professor Summerlee and I,

to at least half-understand what Milo was talking

about, ‘that Mrs Challenger sent you!’

Summerlee and I exclaimed in unison, ‘What!’

‘You a member too?’ said Milo to Roxton, holding

out a hand. The English Lord took it and they shook.

‘Always nice to meet fellow agents.’

‘Likewise,’ said Roxton, although he was obvi-

ously still rather shaken.

Professor Summerlee interrupted their greeting.

‘Hang on a minute, you two. How about providing

Malone and I with a modicum of information?

Would that be too much to ask? What’s this nonsense

about Mrs Challenger leading the attack on the

Raak?’

The Assassin indicated that Roxton should speak

first. ‘It is rather hard to explain. I should say first

that I had no idea Mrs Challenger was operating in

space – that is as new to me as it is to you. Do you

remember how Anna and I spent time talking

together when I returned from Africa?’

We both nodded, Summerlee saying what I could

not. ‘We suspected the two of you of conducting a

love affair.’

Roxton showed no reaction. ‘I suppose we should

have been more sensitive to the impression we

created. Well, chaps, the fact is that my work in

Africa, dealing with a few rather unpleasant big

game hunters, was done on the orders of Mrs

Challenger. You saw me delivering my report. She is

the head of Ibis, an organisation dedicated to the

fighting of evil all over the world. She recruited me

after the episode of the Poison Belt. Ibis is an

acronym, the letters standing for the International

Bureau of Investigation and Skulduggery.’

‘Um,’ said Milo the Assassin, ‘that’s the

Interstellar Bureau of Investigation and

Skulduggery.’

‘Ah yes,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘I suppose it is.

I finally found my voice to ask, ‘What is the

Macabre? If that doesn’t sound too foolish.’

This time Milo answered. ‘Mrs Anna Challenger’s

Association for the Bringing-together of Rogues and

Eccentrics. If that does not sound foolish.’

‘That is also what I thought,’ said Lord Roxton,

‘although I did not know that any of my fellow

members were of the alien persuasion!’

‘Quite possibly they were not,’ said Milo. ‘I do not

know the extent of the Challenger’s organisation on

your planet.’

Now more curious than shaken, Lord Roxton

asked, ‘Is she human? Only Challenger thought he

was the first man on the moon, and he would be ter-

ribly disappointed to find his wife had beaten him to

it!’ Professor Summerlee and I laughed rather nerv-

ously – we were still finding it hard to adjust to this

new perspective on events.

‘I am unsure how much to disclose,’ said the red-

suited agent, ‘but I suppose no damage will be done

by informing you that Mrs Challenger is indeed

human. In fact, to my knowledge this is the first time

she has left planet Earth. From what I understand –

and you should understand that I may be as wrong in

this belief as you were in yours – she had set up the

Macabre as an agency on Earth whereby she could

bring together certain men and women who she

would employ upon various tasks. The previous head

of Ibis, the great Hallius Dohander, badly wounded

in an encounter with the Raak, was slowly dying and

he knew it. As the seconds of his life slipped away,

Ibis agents brought word of the organisation they had

discovered on Earth – the Macabre – and the genius

woman who ran it. Hallius, in his wisdom, com-

manded his lieutenants to take him to meet her.

Before dying he passed on the torch of leadership,

entrusting her with his communications equipment

and the keys to his spaceship. However, she chose to

stay at home in London, where she juggled the twin

tasks of housewifery and organising the galactic

resistance. She changed the two organisations radi-

cally. The existing Macabre group was reformatted

as a branch of Ibis, with agents given training appro-

priate to their activities on Earth. It was the

Challenger’s decision to keep her agents on Earth

ignorant of the big picture, and they never knew that

the people training them originated from another

planet.’ Lord Roxton seemed particularly surprised

by this. ‘On the other hand, seeing the value of its

informal and friendly structure, she expanded a new

Macabre outwards into the galaxy, setting up safe

houses and meeting places, becoming the means by

which agents became friends. She used her organisa-

tion there as a template for improving our communi-
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cation skills throughout the galaxy. She had managed

to run an incredibly efficient bureau of investigation

and general skulduggery on a world where, if you’ll

excuse me saying so, the natives were barely out of

the iron age. She had a lot to teach us. At her base on

Earth she prepared everything, meeting ambassadors

from allied worlds, negotiating for ships and troops,

and preparing a strategic plan. When the day of the

climactic battle came – today – she got in her space-

ship and rushed to lead us. We followed the signal

sent by the ring in your pocket.’

I’d forgotten all about the ring since the

Mechanical Housewife told me to take it. I made a

mental note to thank her – but for the way in which

she had bent the rules, I would have been incinerated

in the very hour of our final victory.

‘You can certainly be loquacious when it suits

you,’ said Professor Summerlee to Milo.

The Ibis agent looked at the machine on his wrist.

‘Battle is won. Professor Challenger has been picked

up. They’ll be here soon.’

‘Jolly good,’ I said with a happiness that was very

nearly boundless. ‘This has been a very tiring day

and I would really like to settle down with a steam-

ing mug of hot chocolate. I wonder if Mrs Challenger

can take time off from saving the universe to cook us

all dinner!’
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I stopped Professor Quigg as he exited from

Challenger’s bedroom, asking, ‘How is he, sir? Did

you find anything amiss?’ As I spoke I noticed that

the brain specialist was rather red in the face and that

he did not look at all happy.

He harrumphed a couple of times before drawing

himself to his full height and saying, ‘That is the

most outrageous and obnoxious man that it has ever

been my displeasure to treat!’

I smiled, thinking that in that case Challenger

could not be far from his usual self.

‘But how is his health?’

‘I wish it were worse,’ he said, calming down.

Removing themselves from Challenger’s presence

seemed to have that effect upon people. ‘His reflexes

seem to be fine, and I can discern no mental slowness

– quite the opposite, in fact, to an exasperating

degree. I find it difficult to understand why you saw

fit to require my services, because he seems perfectly

healthy, although a phrenological study indicated

that he should have been either a madman, a criminal

or a simpleton!’

‘Interesting,’ I replied. ‘Perhaps he was just

lucky.’

‘Possibly. I must confess that phrenology is begin-

ning to seem a little foolish to me – although I stress

that Challenger did not have to point out its failings

quite so rudely.’

‘It’s the only way he knows how.’

‘Anyway, as I said, his mental faculties seem

unimpaired by whatever problems led you to call

upon my services. I presume it was something

related to your excellent, if rather incredible, article

in the Gazette this morning?’ He began to button up

his coat as he spoke. He was referring, of course, to

the truncated account of our adventure of which I

have already made mention.

‘Let’s just say that he lost his head in a crisis, and

he wanted to make sure that there were no after-

effects. As for my article, I shall tell you in confi-

dence that I left out ninety-nine per cent of the most

incredible events.’ He raised his eyebrows and

smiled.

‘Perhaps you will share those events with the

world sometime?’

‘Possibly, possibly, if the time is right. Are you

sure that you would not like to stay for dinner? I

assure you that you would find the company most

stimulating.’

‘Maybe some other time. It’s a very kind invita-

tion, Mr Malone, and I have heard tell far and wide

of the meals created by the marvellous Mrs

Challenger, but I am afraid that tonight the no less

marvellous Mrs Quigg awaits my return.’

‘I understand completely, professor. Let me show

you to the door.’

He thanked me, and I led the way down the stairs

to the peculiar lobby of the Challenger home. He put

on his hat, taking it from the top of the totem pole,

and picked up his umbrella from where it rested

(within an urn which had once contained the ashes of

a Teutonic Knight), before saying, ‘There was one

other thing, Malone, if I may beg your indulgence?’

‘Certainly, sir.’ It was a pleasure to meet an aca-

demic who was so polite! What a contrast to the iras-

cibility and sarcasm of Challenger and Summerlee!

Perhaps on our next adventure I would contrive to

bring Professor Quigg along, just to have someone

around who would make pleasant conversation from

time to time! What with Challenger’s suspicion of the

Mechanical Housewife, Summerlee’s needling of

Challenger and Roxton, and Lord Roxton’s alcohol

problems, I was beginning to feel it would be nice to

have a new face around!

‘For the life of me I cannot imagine why

Challenger is wearing that metal band around his

neck. I tried to ask him, but… well, you know him

better than I.’

‘Indeed I do, Professor Quigg. I can imagine his

reaction. If anyone asks, he is wearing it in sympathy

for the downtrodden peoples of the world. Between

you and me, he had a serious accident. It is a revolu-

tionary type of brace to support the neck.’

‘I see,’ he said, nodding. Assuming a brisker tone,

he said, ‘Must be off then! Keep in touch – who

knows, perhaps one of these days I shall have a story

or two for you!’

I bid him goodbye and let him out. He hailed a

hansom cab and was driven off into the night. I

closed the door and turned to see Challenger glower-

ing at me. Smiling, I asked him, ‘How does it feel to

have your old body back?’

He peered at me suspiciously. ‘Do I have any

reason to be angry at you?’

A Slap-Up Meal for Ten!
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‘Do you need one?’

‘The body feels fine, but the metal one had its

uses.’

‘Then I expect that you are glad to be able to keep

it.’

‘I am,’ said Challenger, standing down now he

realised I was not in the mood for a fight. ‘One thing

about this body, though, Malone. It makes me feel

terribly belligerent all the time.’

What could one say in the face of such self-knowl-

edge? I opted to say nothing.

‘It may be a chemical thing,’ he speculated. ‘Shall

we join the others for the meal? Even though my

head no longer needs food, the body does. It was

good of Klothe and Melenkius to re-arrange the

access and everything.’ Before re-connecting his

head to his body, the two engineers had used a

molecular displacer to open a gap in the cap on his

neck to allow food and drink to pass into his body. It

also allowed him to use his own lungs for speaking

again. However, his head was still detachable.

‘I wonder how they are enjoying the food,’ I said

as we walked through the study in the direction of the

dining room.

‘My patience,’ said Challenger with half a smile

(which was fifty per cent of a smile more than he

usually displayed), ‘would be sorely tried if they did

anything but love it. However, that is not to say that

I believe they should pretend to enjoy it just because

she saved the universe. Far from it. Her food should

be enjoyed on its own merits.’

‘And you really didn’t know about her activities?’

I chose that moment to ask as he seemed a little

gentler than usual – more likely to respond with

something other than a punch in the face. ‘You had

never heard of the Macabre or Ibis?’

Challenger replied ruefully, ‘I knew not a jot.

Amazing, really, but I suppose that I have neglected

her somewhat. I suppose she had to occupy herself

during my long journeys around the world. A man

should pay an interest in the hobbies of his wife. In

any case, there are worse things a wife can get up to

in a husband’s absence than saving the universe!’

‘So you are not bitter?’

‘Oh no. Far from it, Malone. It has simply gone to

demonstrate the wisdom I showed in choosing such

a fine wife! Now let us make the most of one of her

many talents!’ But before entering the dining room

he stooped to pick up a medium-sized package from

where it had sat beneath our four comfortable chairs,

now returned to their place in the study.

London has often been said to be a cosmopolitan

city, but I doubt that it has ever played host to a more

varied range of guests than it did upon that day.

Seated around the Challenger dining table were, as

one might expect, Professor Summerlee and Lord

Roxton, with places set for myself, Mr George and

Mrs Anna Challenger. Less expectedly, at least to a

casual observer, would be the other guests who were

in attendance. Master Zangpan was there, in his

silver shirt and a pair of purple pantaloons, levitating

pieces of roast chicken into his mouth. The

Mechanical Housewife was there too, seated

between the moustachioed mystic and myself.

Dressed in elegant black velvet and her head a bare

silver, the blonde curls left on Zangpan’s World, she

looked more beautiful than ever. She sipped a glass

of oil, glancing at me as we entered, but otherwise

paying me no special attention. Klothe and

Melenkius sat side by side, as ever, apparently

engaged in a race to consume the larger proportion of

the food. Milo the Assassin had declined to attend,

his day job apparently requiring a journey to the far

side of the galaxy, but Aikor had accepted the invita-

tion with joy, having never before been permitted to

visit Earth, despite its proximity to Ell Ka-Mar. He

was dipping a large chunk of bread into some thick

Scotch broth, excitedly telling Lord Roxton of his

imminent marriage to the handmaiden Jula.

As Challenger entered, everyone there present,

myself included, let out a mighty roar, clapped their

hands and shouted hurrahs! ‘Hip hip,’ said Lord

Roxton, to which came the inevitable reply,

‘Hooray!’ The two of us took our seats to the strains

of ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow!’, and Challenger

accepted the celebration with good grace.

‘Thank you all,’ he said with a happy smile, and

after placing the string-tied parcel beneath his chair,

he held out his hands to indicate us all, ‘and you

should all thank yourselves, because success would

have been unattainable had any single one of you

been absent!’

And because quite a bit of wine had been drunk

(except by Lord Roxton, who had decided to see if

the world seemed different when not seen through an

alcoholic haze – and in any case, now that he was no

longer keeping secrets from his closest friends he did

not feel the same degree of motivation, or compul-

sion, to hit the bottle) we all began to shake hands

and clap each other on the back. We may have acted

foolishly, but we had the right to do so after the pres-

sure that had been upon us in the previous weeks and

months. Reader, you know by now that the dark

secret of which I previously spoke was the possibil-

ity of an attack on Earth by the Raak. Although we

had scored a decisive victory against them and
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shaken the very foundations of their Empire, there

remained as yet the chance that a single Raak cruiser

might survive the Battle of the Invisible Fleet and

make its way to Earth. Hence, I did not publish the

full tale until now, when we are certain that no such

threat remains. Hence also the fact that we were

almost desperate in our merry-making that night, for

we knew that on the morrow we must once more be

vigilant.

‘As vital as all of you were,’ said Challenger,

raising his voice above the general hubbub, ‘I think

we are all agreed that one other played the most vital

role in this escapade.’ He waited for a moment before

continuing, as he was drowned out by the cries of

‘Hear, hear!’ from around the table. ‘Not only did she

provide the sandwiches which fuelled our initial

expeditions to the Moon, she also worked tirelessly

and selflessly here in London over a number of years

to put together the mighty fighting force which anni-

hilated the Raak! And if I am not mistaken, here she

comes now with a trolley full of food! Ladies and

gentlemen, I give you – Mrs Challenger!’

The commander-in-chief of Ibis came through the

door to such acclaim that one would have thought us

a bunch of starving street urchins eager for a good

square meal. Her achievements were in no doubt –

she had done what not even her illustrious predeces-

sor had managed. She had scored a victory against

the Raak which would safeguard the galaxy for the

next century! Additionally, the food on the trolley

was so aromatic and mouth-watering that not even

noticing that Zangpan had brought one of his speak-

ing trolleys could detract from my appreciation.

The evening progressed as one would expect, with

much celebration and jubilation, and a lot of singing

and joking. At one point Challenger had to be dis-

suaded from dancing on the table, on the double

grounds that he was too heavy and that we were all

still eating. I found time to speak to the Mechanical

Housewife about our relationship, and although she

pointed out that there were difficulties to be consid-

ered, she agreed to spend some time in London with

me while we made our decisions. Mrs Challenger

was the centre of attention, every guest was inter-

ested in her covert activities and they all vied to tell

her all about themselves – although Challenger had

sketched out his adventures to her during the return

from the Raraak-Ra system. She was fascinated to

learn about Zangpan’s World, something of which

her organisation had no information.

‘The nature of Zangpan’s World,’ she said, during

one of the more serious moments of the party – for

such moments always come (usually about an hour

after the alcohol has run out, although not in this

case), ‘solves a mystery which had both puzzled and

distressed me greatly. When the tracking device I

installed in the ring stopped transmitting after your

landing on the Moon, I had assumed the four of you

dead, destroyed by something or other. I knew the

Raak had been there, although I had known nothing

about the city of Ell Ka-Mar.’ Professor Challenger

tried not to meet her eye, thinking of how easily we

could have dropped in on her before travelling to

Planet 93. ‘By the way, Aikor, I so greatly regret not

having visited your world. I wish this had all hap-

pened soon enough to save the place you called

home.’

‘That is all right,’ replied Aikor, displaying no ill

feeling. ‘Ell Ka-Mar will live forever in our memo-

ries, our poetry and our art. And we have you to

thank for hearing how our original home, the ravaged

and scarred Planet 93, took a score of the abominable

Raak battlecruisers with her when she finally died.

There is sadness for the past, but that does not cloud

our joy for the future. Our new home is a wonderful

place. Perhaps you will visit us there sometime.’

Before Mrs Challenger was able to reply, her

unruly spouse was getting to his feet, tapping a wine

glass with a spoon. We all laughed after he hit it too

hard and caused it to crack.

‘You have our attention,’ said Lord Roxton. ‘No

need to break anything else.’

Challenger pushed out his chest and grasped his

lapels with his hands. It was his dreaded speech-

making position. ‘Some time ago, Master Zangpan

was kind enough to take four weary travellers into

his home. I responded with suspicion and violence,

making him unhappy. This has preyed upon my

mind, and so, upon our return to London last night,

when Malone went to drop his report off at the news-

paper, I gave him a substantial sum of money and bid

him visit a tailor’s shop. As I requested, he ham-

mered upon the door and cast stones at the bedrooms

on the upper floor until the proprietor opened up for

him. Offering the man an outrageous amount of

money, Malone handed over some plans I had drawn

up during our return from the Battle of the Invisible

Fleet. That tailor worked throughout the night and

for all of today until the item was ready. Shortly after

the government came to collect the Rocket (thanks to

Klothe and Melenkius for removing all working

parts before they did so), and shortly before the visit

of Professor Quigg, I took myself down to the

tailor’s and collected the finished garment. I have the

parcel which contains it beneath my chair at this very

moment.’ He bent down and picked it up, before
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walking around the table to where Master Zangpan

sat. He handed over the parcel. ‘I hope that you will

accept this token of the sincerity of my apologies and

regret.’

‘I do not know what to say, Master George,’ said

Master Zangpan, clearly pleased with the parcel. We

all cried, ‘Open it!’ as he was showing no signs of

doing so under his own steam. ‘Okay then,’ he said,

‘I will! No problem!’

He carefully removed the string and unwrapped

the paper to reveal the spectacular jacket that

Challenger had bought for him. He stood up so that

he could let the jacket open out to its full length. It

was a delicious burgundy and velvet smoking jacket,

sewn with golden thread and having golden buttons.

Zangpan’s favourite symbol, the yin and yang, the

two halves that were one, were embroidered upon the

cuffs and around the edge of the collar and lapels. It

was the finest piece of clothing any of us had ever

seen, and more than one of the people at that table

wept a tear as Master Zangpan put it on.

‘Now,’ said Professor Challenger to no one in par-

ticular. ‘Bring out the cigars!’
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Nanotus the Giant stood panting in Mrs Challenger’s

kitchen, the huge gusts of his breath quite blowing

her hair out of its bun.

“Calm down, dear Nanotus,” she said. “You have

done exceedingly well to make it this far.”

The giant, while not yet being able to catch his

breath enough to speak, screwed his face up in a

gesture of thanks. She went to a cupboard and took

out some sachets of herbal tea. By the time she had

filled the kettle and laid out some cups and saucers

on the table, Nanotus was almost ready to speak.

“Here, take a seat,” she implored. He made a move

for one, but a tiny hand on his hip steered him away

from his original choice. “Take the chair George

usually sits in. It already has a measure of reinforce-

ment.”

The wooden chair creaked ominously, but held.

“I had to run here,” said the giant, “because the

thing I’ve learnt is so important.” Though Mrs

Challenger had no difficulty in focusing on his

words, a small river of sweat pouring from his brow

and pooling in the shirt he wore did its best to distract

her. If she were not so foolishly faithful to George,

she considered, this job might be even more fun than

it already was!

Nanotus seemed to be waiting for her to respond.

In fact, he seemed to have been waiting for a few

seconds. Perhaps she had been distracted after all…

This would never do! Mentally, she slapped herself

around the face, took a cold bath and retied her bun,

twice as tight as before.

“Important enough to run, you say!”

“That’s right,” answered the giant. “I ran all the

way from Andromeda. News this important couldn’t

wait. The news I bring could have dire consequences

for every living being in the universe!”

“So,” Mrs Challenger said dryly, “we have estab-

lished its importance. There is one danger, though,

which does not seem to threaten.”

“What do you mean, Mrs Challenger?”

“I mean that there seems little danger of you actu-

ally getting to the point and telling me what the

danger is!”

The hangdog expression she received in response

turned her sarcasm to guilt.

“Oh, I am sorry, Nanotus,” she said at once. “I’m

used to dealing with such brutes, you would not

imagine! Here, drink some tea, take all the time you

need!” She made haste to pour water into the kettle,

and then tea into his cup. Not wishing to risk the del-

icate china handle of the cup between his gigantic

fingers, he lifted the whole apparatus, saucer and all,

to his lips, before continuing.

“That’s all right, Mrs Challenger. I suppose I

might have been milking the moment a bit. I don’t

know how much you know about me, but I haven’t

had a pretty life. I’ve been a bad person. And this has

been my first chance to be a hero.”

The Message Brought by

Nanotus the Giant
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That is quite the understatement, thought Mrs

Challenger. If she recalled the contents of her files on

him correctly, Nanotus had for many years been

renowned as one of the most depraved reprobates in

the galaxy, living a life of crime and debauchery that

left him a wanted man in five galaxies and a father on

one hundred and thirty-seven planets. A stray wicked

thought enquired whether she might not wish to

make the figure one hundred and thirty-eight, but she

swatted it away like an impertinent wasp, despite the

delectable way in which the sweat stained the shirt

on his back.

“I assume Milon sent you?”

“Yes. He wanted me to get a message to you,

whatever happened to him.”

Mrs Challenger began to pace the room hurriedly,

straightening crockery on the shelves as she went.

Nanotus gave up on the cup and saucer, and took his

second drink directly from the teapot.

“And what has happened to him? To the best of

your knowledge?”

Nanotus put the teapot back down and shook his

mighty head sadly. “I wish I knew. When last I saw

him he was in the clutches of the tin can brains–”

“The tin can brains!” exclaimed Mrs Challenger.

She ran round the table to face Nanotus full on. “Are

you sure? We thought it would be centuries before

they posed any kind of serious threat!”

“There is no doubt,” replied the giant, deep regret

in his voice. “And there is no hope.” He bowed his

head. Tears dropped from his eyes, hitting the carpet

and splashing Mrs Challenger’s skirts.

“Now then, Nanotus,” said the lady as sternly as

she could manage. “Chin up! There’s a brave giant!

There is always hope! After all, that is why I am here.

Hope is my job! Now why don’t you tell me exactly

what happened?”

“Well,” said Nanotus, “it began like this. Milon

the Assassin had been recuperating on his home

planet of Golgokkamok following the Battle of the

Invisible Fleet. Suddenly he received a message, and

was summoned to the local Ibis base. I was there to

toast his departure; in those days, he was quite the

hero. Unfortunately, his idiotic sidekick, Zaaldoon

the Robotoface–”

“Oh no,” said Mrs Challenger, “he isn’t still oper-

ational, is he?”

“I’m afraid so,” replied Nanotus.

“That pile of junk has done more damage to the

galaxy than all the tin can brains put together!”

“Hardly true,” said Nanotus.

“What do you know?” said Mrs Challenger

angrily. “Have you ever tried to cook with him in the

kitchen?”

“Well, aside from that,” said Nanotus. “Anyway,

as I was saying, Zaaldoon had left the mega-wave on

after cooking Milon’s farewell dinner. Somehow the

automatic cut-off failed and the mega-wave’s core

went critical, causing an explosion which devastated

half the planet.”

“And I thought he damaged my kitchen,” said Mrs

Challenger.

“By that time Milon and Zaaldoon were far away

of course. I woke from the concussion that had felled

me to find myself buried under tons of rubble.

Fortunately I am entirely impervious to radiation, so

that wasn’t an issue, but upon working my way up

through the ruins of my home, I found that the other

inhabitants of Golgokkamok, or at least the inhabi-

tants on the continent on which I lived, had been

transformed into hungry flesh-eating zombies. As

you can imagine, they were pleased to see a big

fellow like me, and as I stood among my incinerated

possessions fighting them off, I vowed to have my

revenge upon Milon the Assassin.”

“Do you think,” began Mrs Challenger airily, “that

they would have grilled your flesh, or parboiled it?”

Ignoring her, Nanotus continued. “To cut a long

story short, I chased Milon through the galaxy,

hoping to end his life before someone beat me to it.

But at the last, I realised the importance of his

mission, and tried to assist, rather than kill, him.

Brave to the very end, in the very clutches of the tin

can brains, he had thought of nothing but sending me

here to your aid, with the message I have brought.”

“Well, Nanotus,” said Mrs Challenger, stroking

her chin, “it is marvellous, really, really marvellous

that you made it. I think I have the gist of what hap-

pened here. There is one thing – did you have any

physical contact with Milon the Assassin before

leaving him to an agonising but courageous death?”

“I did, in fact,” replied Nanotus, rather surprised.

“He slapped me on the back, rather too firmly, I felt.

I still have the bruise.”

“As I thought,” said Mrs Challenger, raising an

eyebrow. “Milon, you old hound,” she laughed. “I

might have known you would have been a step ahead

of them all!”

Nanotus was completely baffled.

Mrs Challenger put the empty cup to one side and

asked Nanotus to hold the saucer. “Just wait there a

moment,” she said. “All will be revealed.” She rolled

up her sleeves and leant in to grab a double handful

of the giant’s shirt.

“Hey there,” he said, “Mrs Challenger, I must

protest! Your actions may put my life at risk, and
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hence I must complain most stridently!”

She laughed. “So the reputation of my husband

has even reached the Andromedan galaxy? As I said,

wait a moment.” She began to squeeze the shirt,

tighter and tighter, until the saucer was filled with a

puddle of the giant’s sweat. Carefully taking it from

his hands, Mrs Challenger laid the saucer on the table

before going swiftly to scrub from her fingernails to

her elbow joints.

“Nanotus,” she said, rubbing soap over her exqui-

site forearms, “since you arrived, something has

been bothering me. Your sweat. I could not stop

myself from thinking about it.”

Nanotus got to his feet in a hurry, but realised that

there was nowhere else to go – if this woman could

not help, then the universe was lost – and so sat back

down, despondently. Mrs Challenger did not notice,

and moved onto her nails.

“At first I thought it a mere girlish infatuation,

which would hardly have been that unusual, with

such a big strong hero as yourself being concerned.

But then I have never been one to let myself get

carried away like that. Even in the first flush of my

love for George” – she stretched out her fingers and

admired them; not too long, she thought, just per-

fectly in proportion with the size of her wrist and her

dainty palm; she wore the nails short, because she

was often, as today, up to her elbows in dirty work –

“I kept a cool and steady head.” She span round to

grab a towel, flourishing it like a captured ensign. “It

had to be something else!”

“Mrs Challenger, you lost me at the sweat,”

shrugged Nanotus.

She wagged one of those perfectly proportioned

fingers in his face. “Then you must find your own

way, Sir Giant! This train of thought does not stop for

stragglers!”

Her hands dried, she sat back down at the table,

and pulled the saucer across to her. “As yet this

liquid is inactive. We must stimulate it into activity.”

Leaping back to her feet, she indicated a newly

fitted electric lamp upon the wall. “Would you do the

honours, Nanotus? Please rip this lamp from the

wall, but ensure the cable connecting to it is not

severed.”

“Yes, Mrs Challenger.”

“Thank you. Now, if I remove this wire from here,

and dip it in here…”

“Astonishing!”

“I bet you never suspected you had it in you!”

The most incredible thing had happened – the face

of Milon the Assassin, complete with lacquered eye-

brows, had appeared in the saucer, and appeared to

be mouthing words.

“What is it?” asked Nanotus.

Mrs Challenger tapped the side of her nose mean-

ingfully. “The very latest and most secret develop-

ment in Ibis technology, intelligent information car-

rying microbes… they are carried under a fingernail.

The agent activates them, and records a message.

Injected into a suitable host, the microbes multiply,

then begin to make their way through the epidermis.”

“So he stabbed me with his fingernail?” said

Nanotus, rubbing his back, rather put out.

“I am afraid so,” smiled Mrs Challenger. “But it

was in a good cause!” She peered into the saucer. “To

get the full message I shall have to feed this sweat

through my Ibis computing machine.” Turning back

to Nanotus, she finished her explanation. “Those of

us in the organisation for whom messages may be

destined have been treated with complementary

microbes which react, as you have seen, to the pres-

ence of the message-carriers.”

“I have strode across the stars,” said Nanotus, “but

I am still amazed.”

* * * * *

Mrs Challenger thought about what she had learnt

from the message from Milon the Assassin. Clearly

this was a case in which she would have been well-

advised to involve her very top operatives.

Unfortunately the very best, the cream of the cream,

were already out in the field, that is to say, her

husband and his friends. Some of those currently

available to her she was far from sure about. On the

other hand, there were some very promising

prospects who were fresh out of her training
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academy. She switched off the Ibis computing

machine and called the butler (one newly employed,

and not yet scared off by the tantrums of her fear-

some husband), asking him to prepare the carriage.

The dreadful thing was that whoever she sent to

rescue Milon the Assassin faced almost certain death.

This was something about which she felt terribly sad,

but then she had always accepted that saving the uni-

verse on a regular basis, as head of the Interstellar

Bureau of Investigation and Skulduggery, would

never be an easy job. After all, she had only been

entrusted with the job as a result of tending her pred-

ecessor, Hallius Dohander, through his own death

pains.

* * * * *

Professor Samson Quigg, the noted brain specialist,

was at that moment relaxing in his study, pouring

whisky down his throat with little or no regard for the

stupendous fate which was at that moment hurtling

across London in his direction. (If he had known

anything of it, the whisky would surely have been

poured twice as quickly!) He had a thick, leather-

bound volume in his lap, a volume that looked like it

should have been extremely dusty, but which in fact

had obviously been pored over to such an extent that

dust was deprived its natural home.

“It is impossible,” he cried aloud. “This book is

nothing but the purest bunkum! Father, you lied!

Grandfather, you lied! Oh, that I had been stifled at

birth!” From beside the skirting board on the other

side of the room a tortoise, comfortably ensconced in

a box lined with hay, watched him impassibly.

“Damn you!” he raved at the reptile.

He flung the book into the roaring fire with an

incoherent shout. He watched as the flames tickled

its corners, then threw himself from the chair and

dragged the book to safety. He pulled the sleeves of

his jacket over his hands and frantically patted out

the sparks of fire.

Disgusted with himself, he kicked the book under

a couch and retreated to his favourite chair, his hands

to his face to cover his shame. There was no way for

him to find happiness, he felt it more strongly now

than ever. He could never hope to complete the

researches of his father; he had even begun to lose

faith in the very possibility of success. As his head

sank into his hands, the tips of his fingers struggled

to find his receding hairline, the constant evidence of

his lifelong failure.

“Samson, can I come in?”

It was Mrs Quigg at the door. Calm, patient and

faithful as she was to a fault, he would never let her

see his weakness. Indeed, he kept his true researches,

and hence his failure, an absolute secret from her. He

got to his feet and composed himself as best as he

could.

“Come in, darling,” he called.

The door opened, and in she came, a sweet and

homely woman, as yet unbowed by the evidences of

her husband’s disaffection that were discovered to

her every day of her life.

“How are you, sweetheart?” she asked.

“I’m fine, Lottie, don’t bother yourself with a silly

old fool like me.” He pushed her hand to one side

and pushed past her into the hallway. She followed

him, obedient as a village idiot following a peddler to

the town limits. “I just dozed off, and woke to find

the newspaper slipping into the hearth… half-asleep

as I was, it gave me quite a fright. I think I dreamt of

the inferno…”

Once in the drawing room, he headed for the

drinks cabinet, and poured himself a glass of brandy.

Lottie was soon at his side, looking up at his tired

face with imprecating eyes.

“Are you sure this is good for your health, dear?

The way you shut yourself up in there every

evening…”

“I need time to think,” he said angrily, sweeping

past her to the other side of the room. She gave up

her pursuit and sank onto a divan.

“You know best, Samson,” she said, blinking

slowly.

With a gulp of brandy came a surge of conscience.

Did he have the right to make her so miserable? She

might thank him in the end, when his research was

complete, and he was able to tell her everything,
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show her everything, share everything… Till then,

though the silence between them must persist, must

the pain?

He took another swallow of brandy, but rather

than refill it, he went to his wife’s side. He knelt by

the divan and took her hand. He kissed it gently,

allowing the warmth of his breath to play over her

knuckles.

“I am sorry, darling, you know I am,” she said. “I

don’t mean to be so demanding of you.”

“The only fault is mine,” he told her. “I’m driven,

Lottie, you can never know how much.” He held her

hand against his cheek. She began to chuckle; his

whiskers tickled. He came to a sudden resolution.

“Let’s go away!”

She laughed; perhaps, she thought, for the first

time that year. His preoccupation had quickly come

to over-determine her life, though she endured yet.

“Darling Lottie, I mean it. Let’s go away together,

to Brighton or Yarmouth, as we did twenty years

ago.”

“Before our parents knew…”

“Yes,” he said, a cloud spinning briefly across his

brow, “before our parents knew.”

“Oh, Samson, it is a glorious idea. Do you think

we could fix things? Could we? It’s nothing that

cannot be fixed, is it?”

“Of course not, Lottie. Of course not. I’ll fix it.

Why don’t you go and pack? We could leave in an

hour.”

She hopped from one foot to the other, just as she

had at the age of 18, when he had proposed a similar

trip, though with less honourable intentions… She

clapped her hands together. “Let’s not even tell the

help, Samson! They’ll be so amazed!”

As she ran up the stairs to prepare, Professor

Quigg reflected that he did actually feel a bit better

for the effort. Was love, once released from repres-

sion and expressed, its own benefit? Or did feigned

love have the same beneficial effect?

He pushed the thought aside. Did it matter? He felt

almost happy for once and decided to make the effort

to appreciate it. Even if it was just the brandy, by

God they had brandy in Brighton. Whole bottles of

it!

This tawdry epiphany achieved, he did not hear

the ring of the doorbell, and so was quite surprised

when Mrs Challenger was shown into the drawing

room. He quickly poured himself another glass of

brandy.
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This is terrific, thought Professor Quigg to himself.

Absolutely terrific. How did it go so very wrong?

Could it possibly be any worse? Upon reflection, it

could have been. If the keen ears of Nanotus had not,

almost subliminally, picked up the tiny whirring and

cranking noises made by the tin can brains as they

waited in ambush in a typically foggy London alley,

things might have been a good deal worse. As it was,

they had dashed into a riverside warehouse, one of

those that lined the Thames, and were now stuck

behind a dozen packing crates hastily piled up by the

giant as a makeshift bunker wall. As it was, things

were bad. If they had fallen into the hands of the

enemy, they would have been so very much worse as

to fall into the category of downright inconvenient.

And Professor Quigg hated nothing so much as

inconvenience.

The deadly laser guns of the tin can brains blasted

and splintered the cases more and more with every

second that passed. He estimated that there were as

many as five of the silver-black psychotics left out

there, although Nanotus was doing his darndest to

reduce their numbers, despite the difficulty of having

had no weapons with him – they had far from

expected such an a peremptory attack from the tin

can brains, who had up until now been biding their

time for centuries.

Having worked a hole in the back of one of the

crates, Nanotus had been intrigued to discover the

contents to be small glass balls, which Quigg told

him (after several attempts to make himself heard

above the screaming sound of the laser blasts) were

marbles, beloved of schoolboys everywhere.

“They raise ‘em mean on this planet,” snarled the

giant as he grabbed a handful and flung it at the most

exposed of the attacking tin can brains. The first shot

had been unreasonably successful, completely

smashing the eye-pieces of the metal monster. It

retreated from the warehouse, leaving the others to

continue their attacks from a safe distance.

Safe for them, thought Nanotus. His tireless

enemies saw no point in taking unnecessary risks;

they could wait till the turn of the next century for the

humans to fail; their damnable ball bearings would

still be running freely and well-oiled. They would

keep clear of his marbles, and move in for the kill

when they chose.

“Professor,” he shouted above the din. “We have

to get out!”

Even if the giant had not had such a deafening

voice, Quigg would still have been able to take a

good guess at the direction of his thoughts.

The pressure was upon him now. Nanotus pointed

out one of the tin can brains, hooking itself upon a

chain dangling from a pulley, a mechanism intended

for lifting heavy crates, and helping men to avoid

breaking their backs, but, it seemed, with an irony

too awful to savour, destined to assist in the destruc-

tion of every man in the universe and quite possibly

the universe along with them! From what he had

learned in his briefing from Mrs Challenger, he knew

that the dreadful ambition of the tin can brains would

never be satisfied until it had brought about its own

annihilation! One of its comrades made haste to

crank the chain. Already blasts from the others were

cracking the brickwork of the wall behind them.

Chips blew into their faces, causing tiny scratches.

Damn, damn and dagnammit!, thought Nanotus to

himself. If they didn’t do something soon, the tin can

brain would be hoisted up and swung above them,

able to pick them off at his pleasure (if those things

felt pleasure). He was doing his utmost to be under-

standing, since he knew that Professor Quigg was

fresh out of the Ibis academy, but really, this per-

formance was putting his life at risk! And the

mission had barely begun! Not for the first time that

evening, Nanotus wondered how Milon the Assassin

had come to fall in with these amateurs.

He barely knew why he was here himself, but he

knew it had something to do with Mrs Challenger’s

charming personality, and something to do with res-

cuing Milon. They had been on their way to recruit

the third member of their team when the tin can brain

ambush had begun.

“Think, Quigg, think!”

Nanotus shouted it, but Quigg was thinking the

same thing. Honestly, he thought at the same time,

thought on a different level, perhaps if the beastly

giant thought for itself for a minute instead of

waiting for him to pull a rabbit out of the hat… But

the other line of thought came to a conclusion first,

and so this one was forgotten as quickly as a conver-

sation with Mrs Quigg.

Despite throwing himself into action, he found

Quigg Time!
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mental time to berate himself for being so mean-spir-

ited with regard to his own wife… but then if anyone

was mean-spirited, was it not she? Was it his fault if

Mrs Challenger sparkled so as to push her own friend

into the shadows whenever she entered a room?

Though pulling a miniature chemistry set (product

of Ibis) from an inner pocket of his jacket, he

allowed his brain to tick over the Brighton ques-

tion… why could Lottie not see how important this

mission was? Or that in comparison Brighton, the

holiday, the marriage, even Lottie herself, were all

less than nothing, mere sparks quickly fading as an

inferno raged all around? Mrs Challenger, he felt

sure, would understand. Mrs Challenger, he thought,

might even have helped with his desperate

researches, rather than have been the unwitting block

to all his ambitions that Lottie had become.

Quickly he mixed together a few particular chem-

icals in a tiny plastic test tube, before jamming it

through the hole in the crate of marbles as far as his

arm would reach. Nanotus looked at him quizzically,

one eyebrow leaping into the air like a frisky dolphin

asking a question which Quigg answered with a

quick movement of his hands. Nanotus nodded, and

the eyebrow fell back, though luckily no eyes were

hurt in the process.

“Lead the way!” shouted Quigg, pointing to the

brick wall at their backs.

Nanotus winced, then put his shoulder to the wall

at a spot where the brickwork had taken a particu-

larly brutal blast. He winced some more as the wall

began to give, and even groaned as the wall gave

way and a couple of bricks tried to fall into the gap,

heading for the ground by way of the top of his head.

Quigg dashed through the gap into the night.

“Quick,” he called back over his shoulder as he ran,

“there’s no time to dawdle, Nanotus!”

With a scowl, unseen by anyone save your ever-

present narrator, Nanotus sprang from the hole in the

wall, letting the remaining bricks fall as they might.

Though his great legs ate up the distance as quickly

as you might have expected, one of the tin can brains

managed to reach the gap in the wall, and let the

giant have it as best he could in the darkness.

Winged, Nanotus fell to the ground, to Quigg’s frus-

tration and, no doubt, his own consternation. Quigg,

after a quick glance back and a shrug of the shoul-

ders, continued to run. Nanotus fully expected the tin

can brains to advance across the scruffy, half-bare

muddy land and finish him off, using theirs lasers to

slice him up like an extra-juicy joint of ham…

But happily time did not allow him the pleasure of

dwelling on that image, as the tin can brain at the

hole in the wall shattered in an explosion of a thou-

sand marbles, the chemicals left by Professor Quigg

in the case unleashing their pent-up fury to devastat-

ing effect. The robotic monster screamed in mechan-

ical agony before falling to the floor, lifeless. Before

the scream had quite died away it was echoed by the

howls of its comrades… Sounds like we got ‘em all,

thought Nanotus happily, before passing out.

* * * * *

“So,” said Professor Quigg, “that’s just about where

we’re up to. Mrs Challenger picked me to lead this

mission, but she thinks you are essential to the team

if we hope to succeed. Admittedly, we have already

successfully destroyed a hunting party of murderous

tin can brains, but it was tight, and with you at our

side, I think we would really have given those tinpot

fools what for!”

Nanotus smiled in what he hoped was a supportive

and encouraging manner. The scabs that littered his

face might well have rendered this a less than pleas-

ant sight to the intended recruit, had he not seen

much worse things in the course of a long career

fighting crime in the back alleys of London (and

Istanbul, Karachi, and Chicago, to name just a few).

“Great!” said Detective Jim Grimmett. “I’m ready

to go right now! Things have been quiet down at the

Yard since I put away Professor Helium and his

Noble Gases… did you hear about that case?”

Professor Quigg had. He regarded Professor

Helium as a contemporary, a deluded and psychotic

contemporary, of course, but a man sharing at least

some of the same ideals and values.

“He could have been a great man,” he said rather

sadly.

“I’ll say,” said Grimmett. “He could have been the

greatest scientist of our time, but for his insane desire

for power…”

“Well, maybe not the greatest…” responded

Quigg.

“Of course you’re right,” said Grimmett to a smile

from Quigg. “I was forgetting the marvellous

Professor Challenger! Who could ever hope to match

his magnificent achievements!”

Nanotus tried and failed to hide a smirk, but then

a smirk that big would really have taken some

hiding, and the living room of Detective Jim offered

little cover. There was just enough furniture to get by,

a few chairs, a writing table and a padlocked

weapons cabinet being the sum total of Grimmett’s

necessities. None of the chairs looking strong enough

to hold him – giants being, after all, few and far

between in 19th century London, and far from ubiq-

42 Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction 2004/2



uitous in the early 20th – Nanotus had settled for

sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor. One of his

ears was still ringing slightly, but apart from that the

explosion had left him reasonably hale and hearty.

None of the cuts to his face had been too serious,

most of them scabbing over as they continued the

journey along the riverside to Grimmett’s residence.

“And then there was Mr Nemor,” continued

Grimmett. “He too was a genius of no little repute!”

“Yes, yes,” said Quigg. “So will you be able to

join us on this mission? I would so hate to have to

start off without you if you are too busy.”

Nanotus could only admire Grimmett’s impervi-

ousness to Quigg’s sarcasm. “It was the darndest

thing with Nemor, though… just disappeared into

thin air… doubtless one of his experiments back-

fired… That was one case I just had to leave in the

bottom drawer of the cabinet…”

“Fascinating,” said Quigg unconvincingly.

“You know, I only finished the training a few

months ago. To be picked for such a blamed impor-

tant mission is a real thrill for the old pipes! In this

day and age, it’s all too easy for the quality of effort

I bring to a case to go to waste. Point me at the worst

of the villains and let me rip!”

Nanotus clenched a fist and punched the air,

shouting “Well done that man!” Luckily, as I pointed

out earlier, he was sitting on the floor, and so the

ornamented ceiling escaped unharmed.

“Sshhh,” said Grimmett, putting a finger to his

lips. “We wouldn’t want to wake the housekeeper.

She turned in early today.”

* * * * *

This is probably a good time to tell you about

Detective Jim Grimmett, because there is hardly

enough space to tell the whole tale, and there may

well not be room to tell his story later. Born forty-

four years and one hundred and seventeen days

before his first appearance in this novel, Detective

Jim Grimmett had known right from the off that he

would be an officer of the law. The gossip at

Scotland Yard had it that on being born he rounded

up the doctors, nurses and Mr and Mrs Grimmett and

demanded the identity of the perpetrator… Of

course, he wasn’t called Detective Jim Grimmett

then. That didn’t come for a few years, when as a

toddler he made his first citizen’s arrest (and this

story is documented fact, as researched by your

author in the annals of Fleet Street). A vicious mis-

creant, having so far been successful in robbing a

bank, made the mistake of making his getaway along

a route too close to that of the young hero’s peram-

bulator. One well-placed teddy bear later (young

Jimmy had begun to think he might be growing out

of it anyway) and the budding detective’s first appre-

hension, the first of so many hundreds to come, was

accomplished (with the help of a paving stone and at

the cost to the villain of a severely cracked head).

From then on he was known to the whole nation as

Detective Jim Grimmett, even, oddly enough, for the

few weeks after joining the force that his official

rank was just constable. (Foiling an attempt by the

infamous Manx Dan to steal the crown jewels

quickly led the superintendents of Scotland Yard to

correct the oversight.)

* * * * *

The case of the tin can brains, of course, was of such

urgent importance that Detective Grimmett would

have had no difficulty in securing a secondment to

the forces of Ibis for the duration of the crisis.

However, Mrs Challenger had, via Professor Quigg,

sent her advice that it would be better to take a leave

of absence. Dire as the danger was to the people of

Earth, she saw little point in panicking them over

something nobody could do absolutely anything

about. Nobody, that is, except the three stalwarts she

had selected for the mission.

The detective quickly wrote his superiors a

message to the effect that he had been offered a

sudden and unmissable opportunity to travel, and

that he would be grateful if they would excuse the

lateness of his notice. Given his track record, he felt

sure he would not return to face censure. And if he

did, it would take nothing but a quick call from Mrs

Challenger to the Prime Minister to fix the situation.

The message handed to the housekeeper to be sent

post haste, the three fellows set off. The first order of

business was to arrange suitable apparel for Nanotus

the Giant, whose clothes, never the height of fashion,

had fared badly during the destruction of his planet,

and the pursuit across the galaxy of Milon the

Assassin, not to mention his return to Earth and the

subsequent attack of the tin can brains. Mrs

Challenger had provided them with a well-filled

purse, so London was at his mercy.

A brisk walk, a quick and cramped trip on the

underground, and a second walk later, the three had

reached New Oxford Street, and were shown into

Professor Quigg’s favourite tailors, Pollopp & Son.

Given the size of the task and the money available,

Mr Pollopp himself came out to meet the customers.

He was a short thin man, the bald roof of his head

tickled at the sides by tufts of hair curling up from

behind his ears. He wore no spectacles, but gave the
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impression of having accidentally left a pair at home.

“My friend here is a little on the large side,” Quigg

informed Mr Pollopp, quite unnecessarily.

Mr Pollopp clapped his hands together eagerly. “A

challenge! How one loves a challenge!”

“How one does,” said Quigg. “Mr Nanotus

requires some sensible and hard-wearing travelling

clothes; we are about to embark on a long and quite

possibly hazardous voyage.”

“Oh my,” said Mr Pollopp, “how interesting.

Somewhere exciting, eh?”

Grimmett coughed. “I hope not,” he said emphat-

ically.

While Mr Pollopp got on with making the clothes,

Nanotus, Grimmett and Quigg went to have a spot of

lunch in a nearby public house, the Crouching

Hound. It mainly catered for working-men taking

their lunches – the three travellers selecting it for the

publican’s obvious lack of concern as to the niceness

of its patrons’ garments.

“Are you both ready for this mission?” asked

Grimmett as they waited for pies and steaks to be

brought to their table. He took a gulp of his beer as

Nanotus and Quigg looked at each other. It tasted

pretty good. He was far from sure about his col-

leagues. Quigg seemed rather flaky, and Nanotus…

well, Nanotus he had some ideas about. He had a

shiftiness about him that Grimmett had seen before,

on a thousand different faces.

Nanotus was the first to reply. “I realise you have

your doubts about me, Detective Grimmett. You

know enough about my background to know that I

haven’t always fought on the side of the angels. But

on the planet of the tin can brains I had an epiphany

of sorts… seeing my friend and enemy Milon the

Assassin sacrifice himself like that made me realise

what it was all about. I think you need me on this

mission. And even if I have doubts about myself, I

trust Mrs Challenger’s judgement of me.”

“That’s good enough for me,” said Grimmett.

“What about you, Quigg?”

“I don’t have to justify my place on this mission to

you,” said Quigg, as the barmaids brought over their

meals. He began to pick at the food, examining it like

an entomologist would his samples.

“Quite right, you don’t,” said Grimmett. “But

there’ll come a point in the next few weeks when my

life will depend on you, or where your life might

depend on me, and we’ll both be a whole lot more

comfortable in that situation if we are comfortable

with each other.”

“Don’t worry about me,” said Quigg without

looking up. “I’ve been waiting for this opportunity

all my life.”

Nanotus and Grimmett shared a quick glance and

shrugged, before starting work on their pies.
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Do you remember how Nanotus the Giant said that

he had run all the way from the Andromeda galaxy to

reach Mrs Challenger’s kitchen? Perhaps you didn’t

take him literally, but perhaps you stopped a moment

to wonder what he meant. This chapter is dedicated

to those who did.

Sitting in the middle of Hyde Park, children laugh-

ing nearby, parents doing their best to stop worrying,

young lovers doing their best to pretend they were

alone, Detective Grimmett found it hard to believe

that he was about to leave the planet for the first

time. He found it just as difficult to understand how

he was able to contemplate the possibility of doing so

without going stark raving mad. 

Mrs Challenger would have been able to explain

his calmness – the Ibis training which he had under-

gone had included a course of hypnosis sessions,

though he had not realised it. Months before intro-

ducing each student to the more bizarre aspects of

their work – aliens, time travel, space travel – the

notions were implanted at a sub-conscious level of

the student’s brain. So when the time came for the

conscious brain to be told, for example, of the exis-

tence of aliens living, not just on other planets but

also on our own, there had already been ample time

for the sub-conscious to safely deal with it.

It was now the turn of Nanotus to ask if his com-

rades-in-arms were ready. Nicely turned out in a dark

green suit of thick cotton, he was looking particularly

dashing and heroic, and neither felt it necessary to

question his taking the lead at this point.

“This is going to be very difficult at first,” he

warned them. “It will be extremely disorientating

until you get the hang of it.”

“Fine,” said Quigg.

“Let’s go,” said Grimmett.

“Right,” said Nanotus.

He opened his bag, a leather satchel made for him

by Pollopp & Son, into which he had transferred the

contents of the pockets of his discarded clothes. One

of the items he now took from inside, after a quick

look round to make sure no-one was watching. He

showed it to Grimmett and Quigg. It was a small

metal device, with a big red button in the middle.

“This is the dimensional opener,” he explained. “I

press this button once and the way opens. We get in,

we run, when we get to where we want to be, I press

the button again and the way pushes us out.”

“That sounds simple enough,” said Grimmett. “Is

it going to be that straightforward?”

“It’s difficult to say. The way is like any road on

any planet; it depends when you catch it. On my way

here to Earth it was pretty quiet. I ran all the way

through without any trouble. But other times… catch

it on the wrong day and you’ll struggle.”

“If we run into anyone,” asked Quigg, leaning

forward and peering at Nanotus over the rim of his

spectacles, “who is it likely to be? Miscreants?

Ruffians? Tin can brains?”

“All are possible, I’m afraid,” replied Nanotus

apologetically. “My people didn’t create this tech-

nology, we discovered it buried deep within one of

the six moons that orbit our planet. At first the

authorities tried to restrict its use, and our scientists

never developed the ability to replicate the machines,

but it was inevitable that something so useful would

find its way into the hands of the underworld.”

“Hence your possession of one,” said Quigg.

“Actually, no,” said Nanotus. “I inherited it from

my father, who was bequeathed it by his own father,

who had been among those to discover the cache on

the sixth moon. But I certainly found more creative

uses for it than had my father… I think he would be

happy that I’m putting it to good use now, though.

Everyone to their feet, then.”

They all got up, each picking up his leather satchel

and hooking it over his arms and onto his back. That

of Nanotus has already been mentioned; those of

Quigg and Grimmett contained a mixture of provi-

sions and Ibis gadgets, prepared in accordance with

Mrs Challenger’s instructions and left at a secret

London location for the agents to collect.

Suddenly there was a scream from one small

copse of trees, and the agents turned to see a pair of

children rush out to the arms of their anxious parents.

Tears rushed down the faces of the youngsters as

they pointed back in the direction from which they

had come. The agents tensed as the sound of crack-
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ing branches reached their ears.

“Tin can brains,” said Nanotus immediately, drop-

ping into a fighting stance. The others weren’t so

sure, so quickly, but as the leaves parted to reveal the

black steel of a robotic monster Grimmett began to

reach for his gun.

“Don’t bother,” said Quigg, putting his hand on

Grimmett’s arm. “They are only here for us. If we go,

they will too. We would only be putting these people

in danger.”

“We can’t afford to,” said Nanotus. “If we set off

and they see us, the tin can brains will know too

much, about how we are travelling, about how long

it’ll take us to get there. We need to destroy them,

however many of them there are. Then we go.”

Grimmett looked pained. “For once I was ready to

go with Quigg.”

He took his pistol from the holster, hidden within

his jacket. To all appearances it was a standard issue,

British army model. But it was not. The appearance

was mere camouflage – the gun had been rebuilt

from the inside out, designed to handle specially-

coated bullets that were guaranteed to go through

anything, particularly the shells of tin-plated murder-

ers.

By this time two of the tin can brains had emerged

from the trees and were heading towards the agents.

At this range their movement was almost silent; had

it not been for their accidental discovery by the chil-

dren, this second ambush might have been success-

ful. As screaming people scattered in every direction,

the silence of the intruders became ever more eerie.

“They aren’t going to fire,” said Quigg. “We must

be within range already.” The pair of tin can brains

were less than 20 metres away by then. Their optical

receptors, he knew, were staring right into his eyes.

“Give me the dimensional opener,” said Grimmett

quickly, without turning his head.

Nanotus hesitated. Using the opener was a serious

business.

“I’ve got an idea,” said Grimmett. “Give it to me

now, quickly and quietly.”

Nanotus passed it to him, just as the twin can

brains arrived. Grimmett concealed it in one hand,

his thumb on the red button. He kept his pistol in the

other hand. Quigg stepped forward.

“What do you want?” he demanded of the tin can

brains.

“You must surrender,” answered one of the crea-

tures. “Surrender or die. Join us or be eliminated.” It

was the first time Quigg and Grimmett had heard one

of them speak. The voice was, as they would have

expected, cold and mechanical, but, unless it was

their imagination, there was also a touch of almost

neurotic intensity.

“I don’t like the sound of elimination,” said

Grimmett. “What are the benefits of joining up?”

“You will live forever,” it announced, shrilly.

“Until the end of time. Until the end of the universe.”

It seemed to be getting rather excited. As was the

other tin can brain, which was rocking back and forth

on its gyroscope.

“And when have you scheduled that for?”

demanded Quigg. “Next Tuesday?”

Before the creature could reply, Grimmett

thumbed the red button.

It began at his eyes. They squeezed tightly shut

against the sudden brightness of the light, but that did

nothing to prevent the skin of the eyelids being

peeled back, as if by an inexorable torturer, who

didn’t stop there, but proceeded to peel back the skin

from every part of his face… the excruciating agony

ripped Grimmett’s soul apart, shredding his con-

sciousness; he would have screamed but his tongue

had dissolved into a hundred thousand scarlet

threads… Every muscle in his body pulled in a dif-

ferent direction, trying to rip themselves free from

the tendons anchoring them to the cracking bones of

his skeleton…

But he could still feel the dimensional opener in

his hand. Reaching back through an eternity of pain

to remember the warning of Nanotus, Grimmett

forced himself to open his eyes.

He was still in Hyde Park, but it was as if he was

seeing it through a veil. Quickly coming back to his

senses, he remembered his plan and strode quickly

towards the tin can brains.

There was an instant of incredible blurring, an

impression of immense speed, and when it ended, his

surroundings had completely changed.

He was floating in the air above the sea. Just as in

Hyde Park, everything was faded, almost as if it was

not fully switched on, like a motion picture might if

the projector was running with too few bulbs.

There were no boats in sight, but squinting his

eyes he fancied he could see, in the distance, a range

of white cliffs rising from the sea.

“My goodness,” he said to himself. “Dover! A

single step has carried me over two hundred miles!

But then, it only makes sense. If this device enables

people to cross the enormous distance that separates

one galaxy from another, then each single step must

count for hundreds of miles! I should count myself

lucky I didn’t end up on Mars!”

He took a single step back, carefully judging the

distance so as to travel as far back as he had forward.
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Again there was the blur, and he turned to get his

bearings. He was on a road in the countryside, but he

could see the edges of London in the distance. He

shimmied forward slightly, to find himself above the

Thames, in sight of Big Ben. Re-orientating himself,

he inched forward, to find himself back in Hyde

Park, a Hyde Park now empty of every soul except

his two colleagues and the two tin can brains con-

fronting them. His journey into this travelling dimen-

sion and then to Dover and back had evidently taken

less time than he might have guessed, as the tin can

brains had yet to make a move against Nanotus and

Quigg.

Grimmett leant forward a little and pressed the

button once more. This time the pain was merely a

flicker. While Quigg reacted with surprise and

Nanotus with relief to his sudden re-appearance,

Grimmett brought up his pistol and blasted first one,

then the other, tin can brain to bits.

“Well done!” said Nanotus heartily. “I didn’t think

you had a chance!”

Quigg looked at the giant sourly, “I just assumed

he’d abandoned us.”

Grimmett smiled at them both, without apparent

irony. “I don’t know which of your sentiments

touches me most. With allies like you two, I can see

this mission will be a great success.”

Quigg just scowled, but Nanotus actually seemed

to be a bit hurt.

“Shall we set off?” asked Quigg.

“Yes, let’s,” answered Grimmett, slyly winking at

Nanotus. “You know, I really hope, Professor Quigg,

that you enjoy the trip as much as I did.”

Quigg did not know what to make of his words, so

he kept his peace.

“Right,” said Nanotus, taking the dimensional

opener back from the detective. “Please link arms

with me, and we’ll be on our way.”

This time Grimmett didn’t feel a thing, but he was

able to fully enjoy the agony that Professor Quigg

went through…

* * * * *

Skating through the spaceways, the three of them did

not talk much. Professor Quigg was in a mood with

the other two, and had an amazing ability to bring

their conversations to a grinding halt, even when

they tried to talk around him. One time Quigg lagged

a little behind, and Grimmett expressed surprise at

the professor’s surliness. Nanotus agreed.

“Mrs Challenger mentioned to me that he could be

a little obsessive and driven, but she had thought that

would probably be a good quality in an Ibis agent…

it seems she first met him when he was treating her

husband, checking him over after the famous Battle

of the Invisible Fleet.”

“Really?” said Grimmett. “Were you there?”

“I’m afraid not. I was unfairly incarcerated at the

time; an unfortunate affair with the daughter of a

Azzuzzian potentate’s jewels. But my friend, Milon

the Assassin, played a major role. Although for some

reason he had dropped the ‘n’ from his name at that

time and was calling himself Milo.”

“Why was that?” asked Grimmett. It was turning

out to be quite a long journey, and he was eager to

chat while they had the chance, regardless of the con-

versation’s inconsequentiality, just for the sake of

something to do. Having said that, there is no reason

why I should inflict such a dull conversation upon

my readers, so I shall not. Suffice it to say, Quigg

soon caught up and threw another crowbar into the

spokes of the conversation’s wheels, and being

already a rather shaky vehicle, it veered off the road

and crashed, wrecked beyond repair.

But don’t think the journey was dull, for all that.

The three of them were travelling from one galaxy

to another on the opposite side of the universe and

the things they saw along the way were quite incred-

ible: pulsars, quasars, black holes, white holes,

supernovae, nebulae; they saw everything there was

to see, slowing down for some of the more stunning

sights, as most things went by in a blur.

Soon they were approaching their destination: the

home solar system of the tin can brains. The devas-

tation the deadly beings had wreaked in their neigh-

bourhood was plain to see along the way. The gutted

swirling remains of suns that had been ruthlessly

mined for precious elements. The frozen civilisations

on planets orbiting those suns. Worlds where the

inhabitants slaved in chains. Others where they

simply laid down on the ground to die from despair.

“This is terrible,” said Quigg to Nanotus. “Is there

nothing we can do?”

“Yes,” echoed Grimmett, “could we not pop in on

a couple of these places, blast the hell out of the

occupying troops, and set the planet free?”

Nanotus shook his head as they skated on. “Of

course I’ve thought about it, on the way back to give

Milon’s message to Mrs Challenger, and then when I

was talking to her in her kitchen, but it would be

madness. Before we got anywhere, the word would

be out, and they’d be waiting for us on the next

planet… imagine if the tin can brains had possession

of this technology.”

“How do they get around?” asked Quigg. “They

seemed to catch up with us quite easily in London.”
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“As far as I know, they just have normal faster-

than-light ships.” He thought for a moment. “In

London, they must have traced us by my radioactiv-

ity.” He laughed as Grimmett raised an eyebrow and

edged slightly away. “Although the level of radioac-

tivity in my body is safe to those around me, it would

still be significantly higher than normal levels

present in early 20th century London, thanks to the

destruction caused by Milon on Golgokkamok…”

On they skated, until the planet of the tin can

brains was almost reached, and right up until the last

minute, fortune was with them, they met no resist-

ance, no bandits and no ambushes. Right up until the

last minute. As they skated down toward the surface,

Grimmett realised that they were not alone.

“What’s that?” he called to Nanotus. “Can you see

it?”

Approaching them through the darkness of space

were a thousand black shapes; they would have been

completely imperceptible if it were not for the fact

that they were really, truly black, whereas space

itself, viewed from the travelling dimension, was

merely a very dark shade of grey.

“Bloody hell, what are they?” yelled Quigg in

terror, the panic in his voice diverting Grimmett for

a moment from the approaching horde.

Nanotus shrugged. “I don’t know, but they can’t

be good news. Let’s get to the surface as quickly as

we can, and hope they’re not void-wraiths.”

He led the way, but before the three travellers even

reached the stratosphere the assailants were upon

them. And they were void-wraiths, ghostly beings,

tentacular and skeletal, with a freezing touch and an

empty gaze, mindless creatures forever existing and

dormant in the eternal emptiness of the travelling

dimension, awakened only when that eternity is

broken by the passage of living beings. 

Grimmett and Quigg took out their pistols, and

began firing upon the assailants. Though they had a

little success in forcing the void-wraiths to move

away, none were injured, and soon fluttered back in

attack, ghostly arms reaching out, solidifying into

hard tentacles that tried to grab the humans and the

giant by their extremities. Nanotus was kicking and

swinging those extremities around for all he was

worth, with not much more success than the others,

but the void-wraiths seemed to have identified him

as the biggest threat to them, or perhaps he was just

a more promising source of food, as they concen-

trated their attacks upon him. Soon he was covered in

the creatures, wrapped from head to toe in leathery

black tentacles, but his face and hands were still just

free, and he called to Grimmett and Quigg.

“There’s nothing we can do to stop them! The only

chance is for you to escape and rescue Milon. The

information he has gathered since his capture may be

vital to Mrs Challenger’s efforts to defeat the tin can

brains! Take the dimensional opener, take it to the

surface and use it. These creatures won’t be able to

follow you.” He threw the opener to Grimmett, who

caught it in his left hand. “Quickly, go, while I dis-

tract them!”

Quigg turned to go, but Grimmett called back to

Nanotus, “We can’t leave you! You’ll be trapped here

in the travelling dimension forever!”

One fist of the giant remained free, and he shook

it at Grimmett, “Go now! The future of the universe

depends on you!”
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This issue, with the second instalment of Quiet, the

Tin Can Brains Are Hunting!, brings to an end our

three retrospectively-created issues of reprints. I

hope you have enjoyed them. From this point on, this

publication will provide all-new material (unless the

deadline is crashing over my head). We shall see how

it goes.

In theory, this is the Autumn issue of TQF, and I

am in fact writing this at the end of September, so for

once my editorial is contemporaneous with our sup-

posed date of publication. No need to falsely cast a

scrying eye into the future – I can just throw it out of

the window to see brown leaves, grimy skies and

drizzling rain. It doesn’t look kind out there, reader,

so stay inside and snuggle up with Theaker’s

Quarterly Fiction! This issue, as will many in the

future, ends with a traditional slap-up dinner, so you

are guaranteed a warm feeling in your tummy when

you get to the end. To get the most from this issue, I

recommend that you take it to a nice place to eat,

perhaps your favourite pub on a Sunday afternoon,

and ask your friends to meet you there, perhaps

friends that you have not seen for a few months, who

have travelled just to see you, and when everyone is

sitting comfortably, having filled their bellies to the

utmost extent, get to your feet and read a few chap-

ters out loud. I recommend that it be read in a

pseudo-declamatory style, with a touch of pomposity

and self-importance. If other diners can hear you,

take a moment to gauge their mood. If they appear

receptive, kind, open-hearted, sweet-natured and

intelligent, read a little louder, and when you are

done, accept their plaudits and tell them where to

purchase a subscription. If, on the contrary, they

seem pugnacious, unpleasant and uneducated, walk

over to their table and raise your voice even more; it

will do them good.

The Editor

Editorial
Stephen William Theaker
Editor
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Grimmett struggled to catch his breath. The desper-

ate flight from the void-wraiths had left him tired and

vulnerable to the rigours of the transition from the

travelling dimension, and it had taken a lot out of

him. He had barely been able to stand long enough to

check that the immediate surroundings were safe

before dropping to his knees. The opener was still

gripped tightly in one hand. The gun had quietly

slipped from the other. He looked up at Quigg, who

was in no better state.

“Could we have done anything more for him?” the

detective asked.

Quigg shook his head firmly. His spectacles were

misting from the heat of his skin. He took them off,

and pulled his shirt from his waistband to wipe them

as he spoke. “You know we did the right thing.”

There was silence for a few moments as the two

men struggled with their thoughts. Though Professor

Quigg was nominally the leader of the mission,

Grimmett could not help feeling responsible. As an

officer of the law, he saw his role naturally as that of

protector; to have sacrificed the life of one of his

comrades did not sit easily with that, even if it was

for the sake of the mission. He wished there could

have been another way. But at core, beneath the

magma of emotion that boiled beneath the grizzled

crust, he was pragmatic, and there was little point in

wasting his comrade’s sacrifice. There had been a

case a few years ago, the case of the grizzled yarn

they had called it in Scotland Yard, with their cus-

tomary wit.

A police constable had discovered a consignment

of stolen clothes in a shop along the Tottenham Court

Road, and under interrogation the owner had admit-

ted that the items had been supplied by a certain

underworld figure in whom the Yard were very, very

interested. But the owner had not known the location

of the master villain’s base of operations, and,

despite their very best efforts, the officers in charge

of the case were unable to persuade him otherwise.

Finally, they had requested the assistance of

Detective Grimmett, who had begun by examining

the clothes themselves.

“Do you see this?” he asked PC Jenkins, the

young fellow who had discovered the stolen clothes.

Though of course since Scotland Yard had become

involved he had been kept at a safe distance from the

case, Grimmett had thought the young man might

prove useful.

“I’m afraid I don’t, sir,” replied PC Jenkins,

though he took a good look at the jacket in question

before answering.

“What about now?” asked the detective, before

turning the jacket round.

“Turn it back again, sir.” Grimmett did so. “It’s

faded on this side, isn’t it?”

“Well done, Jenkins. Now feel it as well. This

jacket is faded on one side, but the cloth is ever so
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slightly grizzled on this other side. In this shop the

items were stored in a windowless storeroom, and

there is no heat source which could have caused this

damage to the clothes. These clothes were stored in a

room or warehouse with windows facing the sun, and

what’s more, I would bet, with a bakery of some kind

next door.”

“Sir, I congratulate you! Master Saxon is as good

as behind bars!”

“Hold your horses, youngster,” admonished

Grimmett. “He’ll still take some catching. Save the

congratulations for the minute he actually is behind

those bars – I assure you they will be warmly

received.”

In the event, the apprehension of Master Saxon

had almost gone according to plan. The warehouses

of London were searched by the capital’s finest offi-

cers, Grimmett and Jenkins co-ordinating the efforts.

A likely location for the criminal mastermind’s

efforts was discovered, a building near Euston Road

with, as Grimmett had predicted, a successful baker’s

shop next door. For a day and a night the premises

were under constant surveillance, and, the moment

Master Saxon’s presence was confirmed, the police

stormed the building in force. It had gone well,

almost every member of the gang being over-

whelmed and arrested before having had a chance to

lay their hands on a weapon. Just one managed to.

Master Saxon, at work in his office on the mezza-

nine, saw the swarm of blue suits sweep through the

building below him. He quickly grabbed a pistol and

headed for the rear entrance, only to find Grimmett

and Jenkins waiting for him there, pistols drawn.

Without a second thought he gunned down Jenkins

and charged Grimmett, who let him by in the shock

of the moment. As the young officer, whose life had

been filled with so much promise, lay dying at his

feet, Grimmett made the decision in an instant to go

after the cur responsible. A short chase later, he had

Master Saxon subdued, and brought him back to the

villains’ hide-out, only to find the other officers gath-

ered round the dying young man.

So Grimmett had been there before. But it hurt just

as much the second time.

As for Quigg, his thoughts were complex and at

variance with one another. On one hand he regretted

the loss of a useful comrade. On the other, that

comrade had already served his primary purpose in

transporting them safely to the planet of the tin can

brains. And in the long term, he could easily have

seen Nanotus becoming a positive impediment to his

plans.

He got to his feet and took a look around. There

was no doubt they were on the planet of the tin can

brains, a clear artistic signature being imprinted pow-

erfully upon the apparently deserted architecture all

around them. Steel spires rose intimidatingly from

the ground itself, twisting the line of the eye around

their rigid curlicues, the pale sun having just enough

strength to burn the eye when caught in those mir-

rored traps. Other buildings were short and squat,

almost deliberately unappealing, while huge hangars

raised above the skyline on every side. (Quigg sur-

mised them to contain the vicious fruits of the tin can

labours, and resolved to investigate at the first oppor-

tunity.)

Grimmett had finally got back to his feet, scoop-

ing his gun back up as he did, putting it back into its

holster. He shrugged off his satchel and grabbed

himself something to eat; a solid and dry, but filling,

biscuit. He offered Quigg a bite.

“Thanks, but no,” said Quigg. He waved at their

surroundings. “Pretty unappealing, mmm?”

Grimmett unhurriedly chewed his mouthful of

biscuit and carefully swallowed before replying. “It’s

very utilitarian. Very nasty.”

“I suppose it is utilitarian,” said Quigg thought-

fully, “though probably not in the way that you mean.

For us, utilitarian has come to mean merely func-

tional; it is used to describe products with no value

whatsoever beyond their basic usefulness. Yet this is

not the true meaning of the word; at its best, utilitar-

ian encompasses every possible benefit a product

could offer society, or to be more accurate, the

people who make up that society: whether it be the

way it cuts cloth, the way it pleases the eye, the way

it sits in the hand, or even the noise it makes when

you tap the tabletop with it.”

Grimmett, who had learnt in the course of a long

career fighting crime that it never hurt to understand

the opponent, gave serious consideration to Quigg’s

words. “And you don’t think this place is utilitarian

in the first sense?”

“Not when you consider the people who live here

– the tin can brains. The nastiness of this place is

deliberate, carefully judged to work them into just

the right frame of mind to go out and slaughter the

universe.”

“And that’s exactly the frame of mind they judge

most desirable…”

“Exactly,” said Quigg, going so far to give

Grimmett a comradely pat on the back. “The ques-

tion is, where are they all? Why are things so quiet?”

Grimmett had no suggestion, and took another bite

of his biscuit.

Quigg took off his own satchel and pulled out a
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tracking device, which had been prepared by Mrs

Challenger. Primed with biological samples taken

from Ibis records, it would scan the air for traces of

Milon the Assassin: dead skin cells on the breeze,

pheromones released in sweat, even, once they were

close enough, the distinctive rhythm of his heartbeat.

Both reslung their satchels over their shoulders and

they began to walk in the direction the tracer indi-

cated.

“The only thing I can think of,” suggested Quigg,

“is that they are all now out conquering. Perhaps at

some point in the past they faced opposition on their

very home planet, and were forced to reproduce and

fortify here to an extent no longer necessary.”

The way was not difficult, the tin can brains

having produced smooth runways and gently inclin-

ing ramps suitable for negotiation at high speed by

their spinning gyroscopes. The two humans were

able to make their way along easily, although there

was quite a distance to walk. After a couple of hours

Quigg came up with the idea of trying a little trian-

gulation. They walked for five minutes at a right

angle to their previous course, then took another

reading. Calculations roughed out on a notebook

from Quigg’s satchel indicated they still had some-

thing like five hours walking to go. The dim sun was

still high in the sky; in fact it had shown little or no

inclination to sink in any direction. Quigg concluded

that they must be near one of the poles of the planet,

probably in the midst of a long, long midsummer’s

day. It could be weeks before the sun set; it made

sense, he told Grimmett, that the tin can brains had

originally bases themselves here. The weeks of day-

light, properly processed and stored, would have pro-

vided fearsome amounts of power to the nascent

monsters. During the months of night that followed

they would probably have hibernated, their gains

protected and consolidated by automated weapons,

before the brains awoke in summer to launch new

offensives. “Of course,” he said, “they would no

longer take the trouble to do that. With no aggressors

on their home planet there would be no reason for

them to hoard their energy so carefully. That may

well be another reason why this area is now so

deserted.” They still had yet to see a single tin can

brain on the planet – surprisingly, after the number

they had encountered on Earth!

Grimmett laughed. “They’re probably all burnish-

ing their shells on the equator…” He was pleased to

see Quigg smile, however wearily. The trek had done

something to build a camaraderie between them.

Neither wished to bear the weight of the mission

alone, he thought.

After a further couple of hours’ walking, Professor

Quigg realised their route would soon bring them

near one of the immense warehouses, and he said as

much to Detective Grimmett. “Think of the possible

benefits if we could get inside one of those things!

The secrets we could discover!”

Grimmett pondered for a moment, but could see

no reason to refuse. If the worst came to the worst,

and they were unsuccessful in rescuing Milon the

Assassin, any other information they picked up along

the way might well prove vital. “All right, Quigg, but

let’s be careful. Remember, there are at least enough

tin can brains around here to keep Milon the Assassin

locked up, and from what I understand of him, that’s

no mean feat. Even the instructors at Mrs

Challenger’s academy spoke of him in hushed

voices.”

Professor Quigg promised to be cautious, and they

took the slight detour that would bring them to the

immense doors of the hangar. There was still no sign

of the tin can brains, which, if he was honest, was

worrying Detective Grimmett more and more with

each passing moment. He would have felt much

happier dodging patrols, hiding under walkways, and

crawling through tunnels. Something was definitely

up. But, he reflected, even if this was a trap, every

step the tin can brains let him get closer to Milon was

a step closer to freeing him. Quite possibly the tin

can brains did not realise how easily the humans

would be able to effect their escape once they

reached the captive assassin. He had kept the dimen-

sional opener in an inner jacket pocket, ready for

emergency use. He knew that returning to the travel-

ling dimension would present a risk, but there was a

hope, however small, that they would be able to

evade the void-wraiths long enough to escape back

to Earth. There was even a tiny hope, right at the

back of his mind, that they might find Nanotus there,

waiting for them, somehow having escaped the

clutches of the void-wraiths himself, but that hope

was one Grimmett did not even acknowledge. It was

so unfortunate, he reflected, that the attack of the

void-wraiths had come when it had. A little more

time would have allowed the travellers to safely

reach Milon’s side before leaving the travelling

dimension, thus helping the rescue effort immensely.

As it was, they could not even take the risk of reacti-

vating it now for just a few brief seconds to speed up

the hunt. That might just be enough to keep the void-

wraiths’ attention focussed upon this spot.

The doors to the hangar, close up, were truly

gigantic, even set against the scale of the elaborate

architectural monstrosities that surrounded the build-
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ing. They extended up into the sky beyond the ability

of the humans to discern their tops. From one side to

the other, the front of the hangar extended for a good

twenty minutes’ walk.

“There’s no way we can move these,” noted

Grimmett.

“Of course not,” replied Quigg snappily. “These

would obviously only be opened when whatever was

inside was ready to be let out.”

“A ship of some kind?”

“Definitely. A ship of the most incredible kind. We

must get inside at once!” He was fired with enthusi-

asm, though Grimmett was still lukewarm.

“But is it still in there, do you think?”

“I doubt it,” said Quigg. “Or else there would still

be tin can brain activity here. But though the bird has

flown the coop, there may still be some fascinating

feathers in the nest!”

“I think there’s a small entrance over there,” said

Grimmett, having spotted a break in the smooth lines

of the hangar doors. “Remember our priorities,

though, we have to get to Milon quickly. Every

minute that goes by could mean his death.”

“You don’t need to tell me that,” Quigg retorted.

“Death at the hands of the tin can torturers, or by the

long arm of the Ibis failsafe. If the torturers come

within reaching distance of information that could

compromise Ibis, Milon’s entire personality will be

erased.”

“It’s a terrible fate,” said Grimmett, feeling for a

way to open the smaller door. He found a recess, and,

using both hands, he was able to pull the way open

for Professor Quigg.

“But one we all agreed to,” said Quigg sternly as

he entered the hangar. But the tenor of his voice

changed almost immediately. “My goodness!

Quickly, come in here, detective.”

Grimmett followed him in. Impressed by the size

of the hangar, as seen from the inside – there were

tiny traces of clouds against the far-off ceiling – he

was otherwise slightly underwhelmed. Almost

entirely empty, save for racks of tools and pieces of

discarded machinery around the periphery of the

space, it was not a million miles away from the tech-

nician’s workshop in any London factory, though on

a different scale, of course. Quigg, on the other hand,

was dazzled, and dashed from junkpile to junkpile.

“This is stunning,” he called out.

“Keep it down,” warned Grimmett. “We’ve just

assumed this place is deserted. It might not be.

Someone might have forgot his lunchbox.”

“Don’t be such a hang-dog,” laughed the profes-

sor, dancing about just as his wife had been known to

do when happy. “If you had the wits to understand

the level of scientific achievement involved here,

you’d be just as excited!”

Grimmett was becoming annoyed. “If you had the

wits to understand the situation we’re in, you’d get a

grip on yourself and lead us out of here.” He turned

on his heel, stamped his feet a couple of times in

frustration, then, having mastered his anger, turned

back to address Quigg again, who had, in the mean-

time, buried himself to the waist in a dump-bin of

discarded circuits and wires. “I know that this is your

Christmas, and I’m willing to wager your parents

weren’t big on Christmas, but we really have to go. I

have a very, very bad feeling about this. It’s just been

too easy, and we have to make every bit of progress

we can before it gets very, very hard.”

Resentful as a naughty child, Quigg snorted an

agreement. Filling his pockets and his satchel with as

many bits and pieces as he possibly could, he led the

way out of the hangar. “Do you realise how much

we’ve left behind?” he demanded of Grimmett over

his shoulder.

“I know,” said Grimmett, thinking of Nanotus,

stuck in the ghostly travelling dimension, cloaked in

soul-sucking void-wraiths. But he let Quigg take the

words however he would, for the sake of peace,

quiet, and a quick departure.

There was just an hour’s walk to go, by their reck-

oning, and soon, sooner than Grimmett might really

have liked, with Professor Quigg still rather twitchy

and spiky, they were crouched half-way up one of the

spires, scouting out the lay of the land. Now, for the

first time, they saw signs of movement. Black ants

scurried around the entrance of a certain building,

one grey and bland, of disturbingly distorted lines.

Other buildings all about still seemed deserted. The

answer seemed to be on the large open space that

gaped behind the occupied building – a ship, dis-

gorging steely workers by the dozen that poured into

Milon’s prison with the eagerness of dogs to a bone,

and swallowing up others heading in the opposite

direction.

“Great,” said Grimmett, ever undaunted. “We’ve

found him!”
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“Yes,” said Quigg, “we’ve found him. But what can

we possibly do about it?”

“Brave heart, professor!” replied Grimmett,

giving his colleague a gentle punch on the shoulder.

“We’ll be able to get in there, Quigg. Don’t worry!”

“That is all too easy to say from up here. It’ll be a

quite different matter when we are down there, sur-

rounded by vicious tin can brains and their deadly

murder-droids…” The professor shook his head and

clenched a fist so tightly his knuckles went white.

Grimmett turned to take a good look at his waver-

ing comrade. He had heard words like those many

times before. The funny thing was, Quigg did not

show the usual signs of fear. He did not seem to be

sweating; his gaze was remarkably steady, intense

even.

“Quigg,” said the detective brusquely, “I know

that Mrs Challenger wouldn’t have chosen you for

this mission if you weren’t up to it, so enough of this

ballyhoo… let’s get down there and rescue Milon

post haste!”

The climb down through the tower took a few

dozen minutes, long enough for Detective Grimmett

to consider the options. Though Quigg had been

appointed leader of the mission, this was the kind of

thing for which Grimmett had been put on the team;

it was his speciality. By the time they got to the

bottom of the almost endlessly spiralling ramp, he

had a plan up his sleeve. Literally, in fact!

“This is what we shall do,” he informed Professor

Quigg as they strolled down the ramp, doing their

best not to succumb to dizziness. “As you noted,

there is no way on Earth, no way on any planet, that

we would be able to fight, or even sneak, our way

into that base. But we know that Milon is in there.”

“Definitely,” confirmed Quigg. “The readings are

unmistakable.”

“To rescue him, we have to get to him, and the

only way I can see us doing that is to let the tin can

brains capture us.”

Professor Quigg winced, but he didn’t seem sur-

prised. “Somehow I guessed it would come to this.”

“Sorry not to disappoint you! The idea of using the

dimensional opener to rush in there, grab him, then

get out the same way, is appealing, but we would run

a very strong risk of having the void-wraiths waiting

for us when we tried to leave, summoned by our first

passing through the travelling dimension.”

“We cannot take that chance,” said Quigg.

“If we allow the tin can brains to capture us, we

wait till they take us to their jail, where I hope we

will find Milon, and from where we shall burst back

into the travelling dimension.”

“And then we’ll be half-way back to Earth before

the void-wraiths even notice us.”

“That’s the hope.”

Grimmett ripped a little at the lining of his coat

sleeve, creating a gap just big enough to let him push

the dimensional opener inside. “That should do it.

Let’s just hope the blasted robots don’t search me too

carefully. With a bit of luck, they won’t think I’m

worth the effort.”

Professor Quigg gave no hint as to his feelings

about the plan, but showed no reluctance to go along

with it. The two of them strode out of the tower in the

direction of the tin can base as if they were on a

promenade along the Strand.

“Dashed terrible weather we’re having, sir, don’t

you think?” asked Detective Grimmett.

“No doubt about it,” replied Quigg in kind. “It is

positively pallid.”

They looked at each other and the professor took a

deep breath.

“Hey,” he shouted. “Hey, you brains over there!

Come and capture us. We are your mortal foes!”

The tin can brains broke off from their hithering

and thithering and raced over to capture the intrepid

agents of Ibis.

“I hope we have made the right decision,” said

Quigg quietly to Grimmett.

Grimmett shrugged. “If we haven’t, we won’t

have long to regret it.”

* * * * *

The interior of the tin can base was beautiful, even to

Grimmett’s human eyes. Held in mid-air between

two of the tin can brains as they raced through its

corridors, unable to move much more than his head,

he was able to take the time to enjoy the sights

(although those sights did not include Professor

Quigg, being borne along by his captors a few metres

behind Grimmett, the detective could hear his occa-

sional gasps of excitement). Glistening floors, pol-

ished and shining walls, ceilings intricately deco-

The Tin Can Base
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rated with wave forms picked out in tiny slivers of

magnetised steel that swung to follow the tin can

brains as they passed, all flew by before Grimmett

could really appreciate them, but he saw enough to

realise, even given his limited experience of the arts

back in London, that the tin can brains themselves,

despite their use of murder-droids for their dirty

work, were far from being mere robots themselves.

The brains, after all, were organic, gestated in metal

wombs, and transferred into the tin can bodies so that

they could live forever. Although no-one had records

of the tin can brains from the days before the move

to the tin cans, analysis of the remains of their occa-

sional dead suggested that they might have had a

original form not far dissimilar from that of the

human norm. It would go without saying that living

forever in a tin can would affect a person’s tastes,

thought Grimmett – hence the stark and cruel archi-

tecture of this, their home planet – but it was impor-

tant to remember that it was a matter of taste, and not

one of programming. It would be a grave error to

think of them just as simple, single-minded, pre-

dictable pre-programmed robots. In his experience of

the criminals of the London underworld, most of

them were single-minded and predictable; the key

was to anticipate the times when they would come up

with a surprise.

Soon they arrived at, and were thrown into, a cell.

Their satchels were taken, and a single guard-droid

left to keep watch. There was no sign of Milon the

Assassin.

It was a new experience for both Grimmett and

Quigg – after all, despite their impressive creden-

tials, they were still just recent graduates of Mrs

Challenger’s school for the training of Ibis agents. A

few years in the service, and the inside of a cell

would have lost all novelty for them.

This cell was pretty bare, as you might expect in a

cell created by tin can brains. There was no toilet and

no water, but after a complaint by Quigg, a pair of

buckets were brought; one full of water, the other full

of water before long. Though never previously

imprisoned himself, Grimmett had thrown more than

a few other people into cells, and to his eye it did not

look like this small room had always been a cell, and

there were signs it had only recently been converted

to this purpose. Most of the things he had seen on

this planet had been created with a unity of design,

objects and mechanisms had flowed together,

sharing parts and purpose. But the generator that

created the force field barring their exit had been

bolted roughly to the wall (on the other side of the

field to the prisoners, of course). It seemed likely to

him that this building, like all the others, had either

been abandoned before being put to this use, or, pos-

sibly, that it being a convenient location in which to

concentrate their final efforts here, the building, and

this room, had been quickly re-jigged to suit. The

question remained: where had all the other tin can

brains gone? Perhaps Milon the Assassin knew. That

was why they had to find him.

There was no bench to sit or lie on, so after testing

out the force field – he found it was possible to poke

his index finger through up to the first joint before

resistance hardened and flung him back against the

far wall – Grimmett lay on the ground, resting, while

Quigg paced back and forth. They tried not to meet

one another’s eye.

For something like an hour the agents waited, but

nothing happened.

“They don’t seem very interested in us,” said

Grimmett.

“Unless they are playing a waiting game,” replied

Quigg.

“Or perhaps they just don’t care?”

To the detective, it seemed Quigg was grinding his

teeth in frustration. “Then we shall have to make

them care, detective! We must make the long-lived

scoundrels sit up and take notice of us!”

“It’s certain that we’re doing no good here.” The

detective sat up. “I’m interested – how shall we get

them to take notice?”

“Remember our training! The endless nights of

memorising different plans for getting out of a trap

like this? Surely one of them must apply!”

“Perhaps with a little tweaking, eh? Let’s give it a

try. First, I believe I need to use the lavatory.” He

gave Quigg a wink, who nodded slowly and pursed

his lips.

The guard-droid on watch outside their cell, a

slender cylinder of burnished black steel, balanced

on the usual gyroscope, but with, apart from a big

gun sticking out of one side, no other feature to dis-

tinguish it from a sliced-off section of lamppost, had

not appeared to pay any attention to their conversa-

tion so far, reacting only when directly addressed by

Quigg as to the need for refreshment, at which it

must have silently summoned the services of a tin

can butler… Even if the tin can brains had no partic-

ular use for the agents, they seemed to want to keep

them alive – perhaps because of their potential use-

fulness as bargaining chips. The tin can brains really

did not know Mrs Challenger – if the fate was the

universe was at stake, she would throw away her

own life without hesitation, if that was what the situ-

ation required, and she would never have admitted
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anyone to Ibis who did not accept that at some point

she might have to throw away their lives. (In her

defence, if anyone is starting to think of her as cold-

hearted or ruthless, she went to exceptional lengths

to ensure that the universe never got into such a bad

state that the lives of her agents had to be lost to put

it right.)

Though the guard-droid seemed to be ignoring

them, Grimmett felt sure that every one of their

words was being monitored, so he called out to it.

“Hey, droid, there!”

It turned to face him. He had picked up one full

bucket; Quigg, rather gingerly, had picked up the

other.

“Both our buckets are full! And we’re bursting to

go again!”

The guard-droid moved closer to check the con-

tents of the buckets. Sensors indicated that the

buckets were, in fact, full of urine, just as the humans

claimed. Logic circuits made the decision to request

assistance. At that moment, Grimmett let out a yell.

“Now, Quigg, now!”

The two of them rushed to the front of the cell and

with all their strength tried to fling the contents of the

buckets through the force field. Naturally, the power

of the field prevented more than a couple of cen-

timetres of the tops of the buckets getting through,

but that was enough to briefly open up two holes in

the barrier, through which flew two fountains of

liquid, even as Quigg and Grimmett were slammed,

buckets and all, against the wall of the cell.

Dazed, they got to their feet, to find the attempt

had been a success, both having found their targets –

Quigg had soaked the generator, Grimmett the

guard-droid, and both mechanisms now sizzled and

burned, short-circuited and ruined. The force field

dissolved, and the guard-droid fell to the ground with

a clank. The two men thought about shaking hands or

slapping each other on the back in celebration, had

second thoughts, and set off out of the cell with no

self-congratulation other than a pair of happy grins.

No longer having the tracing device to help them

locate Milon – it was taken with their satchels – the

two agents had to rely on instinct this time. Though

they had been fortunate in that the corridor outside

their cell had been unoccupied when they left it, they

soon found that working their way through this

single building would be much more dangerous than

the trek across the city. The base was crawling with

tin can brains and their servants, the guard-droids,

murder-droids, and, doubtlessly, to Grimmett’s mind,

torture-droids and just plain out-to-do-evil-droids.

But. there being no other way, the two agents slowly

inched their way into the heart of the building, the

direction of which, painfully enough, they could only

judge by the concentration of tin can brains… The

one thing that helped them was the speed at which

the tin can brains and the droids flew around the

building. More than once Grimmett and Quigg were

caught in the open, only to flatten themselves against

the walls as a droid sped past, half-way down the

corridor before its sensors had had a chance to notice

the intruders.

Eventually they came to be crouched in a short,

thin tunnel that linked two other main corridors

without leading anywhere in particular itself. Quigg

suggested it was just a maintenance tunnel, giving

access to systems that might need repairing from

time to time; for the moment, they were fairly safe,

especially as it didn’t seem that anyone was particu-

larly searching for them, though the numbers of

droids and tin can brains streaking across the junc-

tion ahead of them made it hard to see how they

might progress. At the same time, the numbers of

enemies ahead made it clear that that was just where

they had to go! Grimmett thought hard, while Quigg

stared at the junction ahead. As had often happened

on this mission, the detective found Quigg’s intensity

rather distracting; he much preferred to work with
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people who kept their heads clear in a tricky spot.

Nevertheless, he was going to have to rely on him to

complete the mission.

“Listen,” said Grimmett as quietly as he could, “I

can only see one way out of this. We are going to

need a distraction, to draw the tin can brains away

from where Milon is, then one of us can get in there,

grab him, and get him back to Mrs Challenger for

debriefing.”

Professor Quigg spun to face him. “You mean

me?” he demanded in a violent whisper. “You want

me to sacrifice myself so you can escape?”

“Oh no,” said Detective Grimmett, shocked at his

colleague’s vehemence. “I meant myself, of course;

in the long run, a scientist of your calibre will be of

much more use to Ibis than an old cop approaching

the arse-end of his career…”

“Well,” said Quigg, backing down a little, though

his fist was still clenched tightly. “There is that.”

Grimmett waited a moment, trying to assess the

mood of the scientist. Before the moment was up,

though, Quigg spoke again.

“No, you are right, it must be me.”

“Honestly,” said Grimmett, holding out his hands,

“I didn’t mean that!”

Quigg gripped the detective by the sleeve. “No! It

must be me!”

Grimmett looked nervously over his shoulder.

Luckily Quigg was still speaking in a whisper,

though a harsh, rasping one, but how could the tin

can brains avoid noticing this performance?

“Calm down,” said Grimmett. “It’s not a race.”

After a second so intense that the detective thought

he felt his eyelashes burning, Quigg let go of his

sleeve and let himself sag onto the floor. “Why do

you think you should create the diversion? The tin

can brains took all your explosives when they took

your satchel.”

“That’s irrelevant,” said the scientist. “I can run

out in the opposite direction and make a hullabaloo

as well as you can. Whereas you have a much better

chance of being able to get to Milon and free him.

Then there are the void-wraiths; I would be of no use

whatsoever were they to attack again.”

Grimmett didn’t know what to make of this new

self-sacrificing Professor Quigg. Was he just scared?

“Milon would be able to do the fighting for you. He’s

legendary for it.”

“After days of being tortured? He could be seri-

ously weakened. Would I have the strength to carry

him back to Earth?”

Professor Quigg did have a point, reflected

Grimmett. The chances of the mission having a suc-

cessful outcome would be higher if he was the one

freeing Milon.

“All right,” Grimmett whispered. “You’ve con-

vinced me. But if I use the dimensional opener and

there are no void-wraiths about, I’ll try and find you

before leaving.”

“It’s a deal,” said Quigg with a smile, grasping

Grimmett’s hand in both of his and shaking it vigor-

ously.

Maybe, thought Grimmett, I had Quigg all wrong.

Maybe he’s not such a bad egg after all. Did Mrs

Challenger ever make mistakes? I suppose, in the

end, everyone wants to be the hero of their own life

story.

“Are you ready?” asked Grimmett.

Quigg nodded. “Good luck. I hope you make it.”

Grimmett smiled back. “I hope you do too.”

“Let’s not set our sights too high, eh, detective?

We have to be realistic! Well, here goes.”

He let go of Grimmett’s hand, stood up, and turned

in the direction of the junction from which they had

just come into the service tunnel. Half-way along he

noticed a loose metal tile on the wall and pulled it

off. When he reached the end of the tunnel, he gave

the detective a wave, leaped into the main corridor,

and ran off, banging his tile against the walls, shout-

ing at the top of the voice, and generally inviting

every metal man on the planet to take a pot-shot at

him.

Grimmett tried to put the fate of Quigg out of his

mind, and focused on the junction ahead. As the

racket started up behind him there was a sudden

flurry of droids and tin can brains heading at speed in

a single direction, probably to head off the noise-

making professor. The detective crossed his fingers

in hope that none would think of using this tunnel as

a short cut.

Luckily, none did, probably thanks to the speed at

which the professor had run off in the opposite direc-

tion.

After that first sudden rush, there was something

of a lull. Grimmett knew there was no time to make

sure that the way was safe; by the time he was sure,

the opportunity would be gone; so he leapt to his feet

and set off.

The way was clear.

He decided to head left, that being from where

most of the droids had headed after Quigg. He ran as

quickly as his feet would take him to the end of the

corridor, where a sliding door whizzed to one side to

let him in, whether he was ready or not.

Two tin can brains, moving towards him.

Three guard-droids, turning to bring their guns to
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Nanotus the Giant watched in horror as the tin can

brains subdued Grimmett. He slid to his friend’s side,

and then looked into the eyes of Milon the Assassin

as the hope in his eyes died. It was almost too much

for Nanotus to bear – every muscle in his body was

in spasm, every sinew demanding that he take action

to help his friends. But there wasn’t a thing he could

do, trapped as he was in the travelling dimension.

Without a dimensional opener to let him get back

into the real world, he was stuck, powerless. His

hope had been to rejoin the other Ibis agents when

they made the leap into the travelling dimension, but

that was no longer an option. He stayed long enough

to make sure Grimmett was restrained, not killed –

though of course he could not have done a thing to

stop the tin can brains from killing the detective if

that was what they had decided to do – then he slid

away into the greyness of space to consider his

options.

His new friend Pan-Pan flew up to chat.

“What happened?” asked the void-wraith. “Didn’t

they make it through?”

“No they didn’t,” replied Nanotus. “They’re still

stuck on the planet of the tin can brains.”

“Oh dear,” said Pan-Pan with a shiver. “That’s

pretty grim situation to be in. Can’t we help? We

really feel bad about separating you from your

friends.”

Nanotus shrugged.

“I’m not sure. If there was no other option, I

would just head back to my home planet, and hitch a

ride with the first person heading in or out of the

travelling dimension from there. The problem with

that would be my reputation. Plus any outstanding

warrants for my arrest. There would be nothing I

could do to help the mission if I were locked up in

prison.”

Pan-Pan laughed. “They would lock up the

Peacebringer! Are they crazy on your planet? Just

tell them about the prophecy! You’re the chosen one,

sent to bring us to our senses! Tell them how you

brought peace to an entire dimension!”

Nanotus smiled wryly. “You’re being too kind – it

was just one corner of an entire dimension! And I’m

afraid they wouldn’t see it that way; they don’t often

give pardons on my world, even for saviours!”

“Pshaw!” said Pan-Pan. “What a terrible place you

must live in, Nanotus.”

“Well, yes,” he replied. “It was not nice. And they

didn’t have the excuses you fellows did.”

Pan-Pan agreed heartily: “When you live in an

infinite void, it’s easy to get stuck in a rut. But that’s

no excuse for having terrorised poor travellers all

this time.”

“What’s done is done,” said Nanotus. “You really

did just need to have your heads knocked together.

And seeing as it was in the prophecy, it would have

been thoroughly uncivilised of me not to.” He shook

his head. “But if only there was something I could do

to help save Milon. If I could contact Mrs

Challenger; surely she would be able to send another

agent or something.”

The Call of the Orbiting

Princess

bear.

Milon the Assassin, strapped to a surgical table,

blood streaming from a dozen wounds to his face,

but with eyes that suddenly lit up with hope.

There wasn’t even time to breath.

Grimmett ran through the opening, dodging the

grasping arms of the tin can brains, ducking to avoid

the blasts of the droids, virtually leaping from one

side of the room to the other, finding himself by

Milon’s side more quickly than he could have hoped.

He slid an arm under the assassin’s back – there was

no time to free him, but hopefully the restraints

would not come with them to the travelling dimen-

sion – and reached to his sleeve for the dimensional

opener.

It was not there. The sleeve was empty.

The tin can brains moved in.

The door slid shut.
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“There might be a way,” began Pan-Pan thought-

fully. “But it would be difficult…”

“Go on!” yelled Nanotus. “What is it?”

“It’s only been done a few times before… You see,

the travelling dimension, as you call it, is not entirely

separate from your dimension. After all, light travels

from there to here, else you wouldn’t be able to see

where you are travelling to. We don’t know why it is

that light reaches here safely, but not other forms of

energy – it has been suggested that if the travelling

dimension was actually built by somebody, they built

it this way on purpose.”

“But I know we can see Mrs Challenger – the

problem is that we can’t touch her!” He frowned. “I

mean, that we can’t touch anything to give her a

message.”

“It’s not that you can’t touch anything. It’s that the

touch is so tentative as to be completely impercepti-

ble. We have found that massive amounts of force in

this dimension can have an effect over there. In fact,

we think that force constantly leaks out of here, at an

infinite number of points.”

“I see – otherwise the kinetic energy of those trav-

elling through here at high speeds would accumulate

until the whole dimension exploded!”

“Exactly,” said the void-wraith.

“So if we gather together enough of your people,

we might be able to contact her. Would you be able

to get them together?”

“I am afraid I could not,” said Pan-Pan, making

the face of Nanotus fall faster than a goose shot out

of the air. “But you could.”

Nanotus slammed one fist into the palm of the

other hand, his face lit up once more.

“Of course I could, Pan-Pan!”

“Yes, you could, Peacebringer!”

* * * * *

At that moment Mrs Anna Challenger was taking a

well-earned rest, her feet tucked up underneath her

bottom, sitting in one of George’s big armchairs in

the living room. It had been a difficult day. There had

still been no word of the team sent on the mission to

rescue Milon, George was still away, Mrs Quigg had

been knocking on the door after her husband every

five minutes, the universe was still in danger, and the

price of bread had risen by five pence!

But right now, there were two huge chunks of

wood on the fire, both of them just starting to prop-

erly catch light. The room was feeling very cosy, and

she was holding a mug of hot chocolate in both

hands. Outside, night was falling. In some ways, she

felt, it was nice to have the house to herself from

time to time, which she often did now, with the butler

having taken his own lodgings nearby, coming to

work only during the day. She could hardly blame

him, George at night being twice as cantankerous as

George during the day.

On a little round occasional table that she had

pulled up beside the armchair lay a pile of notes and

reports, which she simply had to finish reading

before going to sleep, but she already felt herself to

be in imminent danger of dropping off. Never mind,

she thought drowsily, if I fall asleep now I shall wake

earlier in the morning, and I shall be that much more

fresh and alert. The one necessary thing, she sternly

thought to herself, is to make sure I put this hot

chocolate down before I doze off and spill it all over

myself.

Perhaps it is already too late, she began to think,

watching as glowing embers floated out from the

fireplace and began to dance around her head. They

looked ever so pretty, but she was quite sure it was

not their usual behaviour. Was it the heat from the

chocolate, she considered, creating a convection

current above her head? Or were they fairies? asked

a younger, yet much older, part of her.

She decided to play things safe, and put the hot

chocolate down on the occasional table. If she was

not yet dreaming, it was best to put it down before

she was. (If she was dreaming, then it wouldn’t make

much of a difference.)

Oddly, now that she had noticed them, the embers

began to fall the ground, almost like parachutists

would, she imagined, each ember choosing its place

on the ground and falling to it. She uncurled her legs

and got to her feet.

One by one the embers dropped, and once they

fell, others flew out of the fireplace to take their turn

in the air, spinning, then falling. Mrs Challenger was

quite sure now that she was not dreaming, however

bizarre things seemed.

Realising she was obstructing the path of some of

the embers, she moved off to one side, then looked

back at the growing lines of ashes on the carpet (this

was going to take some cleaning, she thought at one

level of her mind, making a mental note to deal with

it herself rather than leave it to the expertise of the

maid). From this angle they seemed to make some

kind of sense, though she could not quite grasp it yet.

A few minutes more, though, and it began to become

clear.

She said it out loud, just for the record.

“Mission failure. G captured. N trapped in TD.

Q…” She frowned at the ashes still floating around
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her. “Well, what about Q? I can’t make it out.” But at

that point, the ashes gave up and dropped to the

ground, Nanotus and his allies having utterly

exhausted their strength.

“My goodness,” said Mrs Challenger. “This is not

good… the mission a total failure.”

She stamped about the room (taking special care

not to stamp through any ashes) as she tried to think

of an alternative method of rescuing Milon. For the

moment, despite his bravery, Nanotus would have to

fend for himself.

Finally she sat back down and thought hard. Some

people have good ideas without working at them;

some people have to think hard and think methodi-

cally before the idea comes to them. The luckiest

people are those who can get both types of good

ideas; the unluckiest those who cannot get either.

(Although in my opinion there are too many people

who do not even bother to try for the second type,

being content to stick with the bad ideas that come to

mind quickly, no effort required or made.)

Searching through the information stored in her

mind, allowing herself to free-associate in order to

keep away from the most well-worn tracks, she came

up with, in this order, an excellent new method of

tanning leather, a radical new design for a child’s

perambulator, and a more efficient way of arranging

her morning toilette. Having noted each of these

down on the little ideas pad she always kept about

her person, she finally got to the idea she needed.

She seemed to remember that back when she had

first took over the post of Ibis supremo, there had

been a curious and ancient report from an agent oper-

ating in a distant galaxy, which had mentioned a

boon being granted. Mrs Challenger was not sure of

the exact details, so she rushed to her files. Soon she

had the answers laid out upon the occasional table,

burying the unread reports, which would have to wait

for another day to be checked over.

She quickly finished off the mug of hot chocolate,

which had very nearly gone cold, put the empty mug

to the far side of the table, and settled back in the

armchair to read the reports of the Ibis agent who had

been known by no name other than that of his home

planet: Grun Din.

Her recollection had been correct. Grun Din had

undertaken an action, on behalf of Ibis, on the planet

of Melrune, an Earth-like planet in a galaxy far

distant from that of Earth. In recognition of those

services, a famous holy man, the grim thinker, had

promised to Ibis a boon: that in case of disaster, if all

else failed, they need only ask, and he would do all

he could to help. At first Mrs Challenger was not sure

as to whether this would help in the current situation

– after all, the report was over 4,000 years old, and

she received promises like this from grateful holy

men (and presidents, prime ministers and emperors)

every other day. But as she looked through the notes

in the folder, added by various of her predecessors, it

became clear that the offer of the grim thinker had

been taken very seriously by all of them. It had obvi-

ously come up for review periodically, and each of

them, right up to the immediate tenant of her post,

Hallius Dohander, had had no hesitation in re-affirm-

ing the file’s status as top priority reading for new

inductees.

Would the grim thinker still be alive? There was

only one way to find out. At this point, she had no

other options. She headed back to the files. Who did

they have on Melrune that she could send on a

mission like this?

* * * * *

Rolnikov, known the world over as the mad knight of

Uttar Pradesh, for reasons he had always kept to

himself, was receiving a phone call. He was in the

middle of a life or death struggle with an exomentar-

ius, one of the most deadly creatures that ever lived

on the planet Melrune, but, he reflected, that was no

reason to be rude.

“Rolnikov!” called Pelney to his battle-embroiled

friend, not that Pelney would ever have been so bold

as to call him friend. Pelney would even have hesi-

tated to call him master, since Rolnikov didn’t really

seem to want him around. The round-faced fellow

was probably somewhere in between the two – he

usually described himself as Rolnikov’s squire, even

though that was not exactly a fashionable term in

those far from chivalrous days. “There’s a call for

you.”

“Who is it?” replied Rolnikov, trying not to be dis-

tracted from his fight with the monstrous exomentar-

ius. “You can see that I am busy, Pelney, so please

take a message if you can.”

Pelney consulted the talkoscanner for information.

“Rolnikov! It’s the orbiting princess!”

Though the exomentarius held mighty Rolnikov

with two of its dreadfully muscle-banded arms, near

squeezing the breath out of him, the hero somehow

found the space to give a nod to his squire. Pelney

pressed the relevant button on the talkoscanner and

spoke into the metal grille that occupied its bottom

half – Pelney left the visuals off for the moment, to

give Rolnikov time to arrange himself. “Lord

Rolnikov will be with you in a moment.”
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Its wings flapping in the air behind it, the monster

let loose a cry of triumph and prepared to feast upon

Rolnikov’s bare head. But with a massive burst of

strength the mad knight broke its grip upon him,

twisted about and planted his sword into the

unshielded space between its three eyes.

“There should have been a better way,” he said

sadly as its life-blood spurted over his clothes.

“There should have been a cleaner way,” Pelney

observed. After all, who would have to scrub

Rolnikov’s leather chest-straps that night, when he

could have been playing shakva or something? Poor

old Pelney, that’s who!

But then danger was their constant travelling com-

panion in those days; it followed them through the

dusty red plains of Melrune like monkey-bats stalked

travellers through the equatorial jungles. With danger

generally in close pursuit and Rolnikov’s name and

reputation usually preceding them, Pelney counted

himself lucky on the occasions where he found a

comfortable rock on which to sit and polish the mad

knight’s boots.

Rolnikov straightened his collar as he walked over

to take the call. He was a tall man, easily surpassing

six feet and certainly within whispering distance of

seven feet. His hair was non-existent, except for a

narrow black band about the base of his skull,

hemming in that tempestuous mind. His skin was

dark brown, his nose Roman, and his eyes black.

Pelney had heard women call him handsome, usually

when they had him at rest and asleep, his sleeping-

mask tied about his head. Only a hardy few kept that

opinion once the night mask was removed, revealing

those tortured black eyes.

Pelney handed over the talkoscanner. No woman

had ever called him handsome, but more than a few

had liked him anyway. A little chubby in places, just

before leaving his teens Pelney had finally managed

to climb a few inches above five feet.

Pelney’s most striking feature, Rolnikov often

reflected, was the way in which he was extraordinar-

ily pleasant, and was eternally surprised that others

were not. Constantly expecting the best of people, he

was dumbfounded by their actual cruelty and mean-

ness of spirit. The only times at which his moods

really coincided with those of the dark, cynical and

brooding Rolnikov were after the frequent disillu-

sioning episodes dealt the unfortunate squire by an

unfeeling universe.

“Hello, Princess Ranita,” said Rolnikov politely,

in the same tone of voice that most people would use

to note animal faeces on their shoes. For him, that

was polite. “How can I help you?”

Pelney could not hear her response, but

Rolnikov’s posture changed entirely during the

course of the conversation. From having been

slouchingly disinterested as to the topic of conversa-

tion – though Pelney had guessed he was quite inter-

ested in the conversationalist – he moved to a posture

of rigid alertness.

“That sounds fascinating,” he told her. “We shall

be up there to discuss it with you shortly.”

Pelney raised an eyebrow as Rolnikov switched

off the talkoscanner and handed it back to him. He

asked, “What does she want?”

Rolnikov stared at him, amazed at the audacity of

his companion. Pelney was used to this kind of treat-

ment, and waited patiently for the answer.

“She has a mission for us.” He turned his back on

Pelney and began to stride in the direction of the

small town which had hired them to kill the exomen-

tarius. “Good pay.”

“Good pay, eh?” said Pelney with a laugh. “And a

personal visit?”

Rolnikov continued to head into the distance, not

breaking stride as Pelney struggled to keep up. “It is

not a personal visit. It is entirely business.”

Pelney laughed again and began to sing a little

song to himself. “Rolni and the princess, sitting in a

tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g…”

Though Rolnikov was not quite out of earshot, he

decided he was far enough ahead to make ignoring

the song the dignified approach. If he actually paid

attention to half the things Pelney said, the only truly

dignified course of action would have been to slice

the chubby fellow into a hundred pieces, and he

didn’t want to do that. After all, he did not want to

clean his own leather chest-straps or polish his own

boots.
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Once they reached the small dry town of Tunesome,

Rolnikov wasted no time in collecting his payment.

The town mayor made no trouble about handing it

over – people just didn’t do that with Rolnikov, at

least not people who knew who he was. Those

people who didn’t know, and who acted upon that

lack of knowledge, soon learned the importance of

good research. Before leaving the mayor’s residence,

they decided that they might as well make use of his

palatial bathroom. Both of them cleaned up, and

Pelney did what he could to wash the blood from his

boss’s leather chest-straps.

Money in hand, Rolnikov and Pelney went to the

pub and checked their maps. Calculating the route of

Princess Ranita’s orbiting space station, they worked

out where they would need to be in order to be col-

lected when she passed overhead, and when they

would have to be there.

“We have time to eat,” said Pelney happily.

“That’s never a bad thing,” growled Rolnikov.

“Order me some food, and if it’s bad, you die.” He

poked a finger into one of Pelney’s round cheeks.

“Understand me? Bad food, you die.”

Pelney could hardly stop laughing. “Rolnikov, you

crack me up!”

Rolnikov narrowed his eyes as Pelney headed for

the bar. Rolnikov’s stomach was rumbling. Rolnikov

wondered if he should have taken a slice of the

monster to snack on en route. Rolnikov was ready to

throttle Pelney as the squire turned back from the bar,

making a big show of pretending to suddenly have a

thought.

“Rolnikov!” he called to the mad knight. “I under-

stand the bit about the food – bad food, I die. That’s

simple! But what about the beer – if that’s bad, will I

die then too, or could I get away with an amputa-

tion?”

Remember the boots, Rolnikov told himself, grit-

ting his teeth. Remember that the boots are excep-

tionally dirty today.

He resolved to step in something especially dis-

gusting tomorrow. Just before he turned in, of course.

He wouldn’t want to be walking around with poo on

his boots all day.

Pelney was soon back with two pints of beer. He

put them on the table and tentatively sipped one.

“Not too bad,” he told Rolnikov. “Just try and

pretend your mother made it or something.”

“Don’t talk about my mother,” said the mad

knight.

Pelney shrugged and took a big gulp of the beer.

“Are you looking forward to seeing the orbiting

princess?” he asked.

“Don’t talk about the princess,” ordered Rolnikov,

before picking up his pint and drinking it in a single

draught. “And get me another beer.”

“Sure,” said Pelney, rolling his eyes and grinning.

He then became more reflective. “Do you want to

know what I think, Rolnikov? You seem undecided.

I’ll tell you anyway. This repartee of ours, this con-

stant back and forth banter, which to you seems

nothing but an irritation, is really the solid bedrock of

our relationship.”

Rolnikov thought about what Pelney was saying

for once. “I believe…”

“Yes,” said Pelney, leaning forward eagerly. “Go

on!”

Rolnikov shrugged. “The bedrock of our relation-

ship is that you clean my boots.”

Pelney slumped back, and pushed his beer over to

Rolnikov. “Here, you might as well have this. I’ll get

another two in a minute.” The mad knight nodded his

approval, but paused to speak even as he lifted the

glass.

“Not that you do a very good job of it.”

Once more he drank the pint in a single go.

“Well that goes without saying,” said Pelney,

glumly. “I mean, as if I could ever mean anything

whatsoever to the mighty Rolnikov, mad knight of

Uttar Pradesh.” He cradled his head in his arms.

Rolnikov broke into one of his rare smiles. It

always amused him when he managed to goad

Pelney into a depressed mood. It amused him so

much that he decided to go to the bar himself for a

change. Usually he left anything that involved

talking to people to Pelney. He got up from his stool

and went up to the bar. Peeking out from his arms,

Pelney could not repress a grin. He knew there was

How Many Dusty Trails

Must a Man Walk Down?
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only one surefire way to cheer up his boss. It never

failed.

The barman moved to serve Rolnikov immedi-

ately. It was a mark of respect, or of fear, the kind of

thing which the mad knight was used to – on the rare

occasions when he didn’t leave the human interac-

tion to his flunky – but this time one of the other

patrons took exception to it.

“Hey,” he shouted at the barman. “Why are you

serving this creep first?”

The barman shrugged. “He killed the exomentar-

ius for us. It had been killing livestock and children

around here for the last six months. It even took off

one of Hudd’s arms.” He pointed out a one-armed

man with shocking white hair and an exuberant

moustache sitting at the end of the bar. Hudd gave

Rolnikov a big thumbs up (with his remaining

thumb). “We owe him a lot more than we can afford

to pay him. So he gets served first.”

Rolnikov gave Hudd a thumbs up in return.

Maybe it was the dry heat of the day, perhaps it was

the two pints, or could it have been, though he didn’t

dare suggest this even to himself, the prospect of

meeting the orbiting princess once more? – but

Rolnikov was feeling positively bouncy, by his stan-

dards, at least.

The other customer was not satisfied by this,

which seemed odd to Rolnikov, as from his behav-

iour he had clearly been served six or seven times

already.

“I don’t care if he’s killed a dozen of those things.

If you needed him to do it that just shows what a

bunch of pussies the men in this town are anyway.

Doesn’t say a thing about him. Now serve me and do

it quick, mister! It took me all day to get here and I’m

thirsty.”

Rolnikov looked at him properly for the first time.

“Sir, I’m happy for you to be served first. It is only

fair. In fact, I am honoured that you go so far as to let

me even drink at the same bar as yourself. Please,

though, don’t be so rude to the barman, who, after

all, acts only out of an exaggerated sense of his

danger in my presence.”

Having pricked up his ears at the sound of

Rolnikov actually getting into a conversation,

Pelney’s eyebrows were now scampering up his fore-

head as if they were trying to burrow into his hair.

Fancy someone speaking to Rolnikov like that!

Perhaps evolution on Melrune had been going more

slowly than elsewhere in the galaxy after all, if there

were still people that dumb here. Parallel evolution

was evidently not all it was cracked up to be.

“Oooh, I’m frightened,” said the drunk. “Danger

in your presence?” He threw his head back and

laughed in Rolnikov’s face. “Look at me, I’m crying

because I’m so scared! Boo-hoo!” He pointed a

finger at Rolnikov. “The only exaggerated thing

around here is what an arsehole you are, craphead.”

Pelney winced. This could really end up being

painful to watch. He decided to intervene. After all,

he reckoned, the man was drunk. He would not nor-

mally have been so boorish.

He jumped to his feet and ran over to the bar.

Rolnikov was staring at the drunk, immobile as a

statue before it falls on someone’s head.

Pelney pushed in between the two.

“What’s your name, friend?” he asked cheerily.

“What’s it to you?” said the man with a sneer.

“Just seems fair to exchange names before there’s

any trouble, that’s all, in case there’s any complica-

tions later.”

“The name is Smad. Are you going to ask the

name of this jerk?”

“No need,” said Pelney. “I already know it, and I

can tell by your actions that you do not.” He smiled

and leaned in to whisper in the man’s ear. As the

man’s expression turned to horrified shock, Pelney

stepped smartly back. He’d seen this happen before.

A dark stain spread across the man’s trousers; a

dark pool appeared around his feet. The man began

to shake and he put a desperate hand to grab his own

backside.

At least, thought Pelney, he might keep that much

of his dignity.

Unfortunately, he did not.

The one saving grace of the gentleman’s accident

– luckily for him – was that as the trousers slowly

bulged outwards it made Rolnikov smile again. He

took the two pints from the barman and went back to

his stool without taking further action. As the drunk-

ard ran out of the pub, struggling with his own stool,

Pelney handed a few notes to the barman, apologis-

ing for the mess, then returned to sit with Rolnikov,

whose smile was just beginning to fade.

“You love that, don’t you?” said Pelney.

“I don’t hate it,” replied Rolnikov.

* * * * *

Later that night, they were standing on the highest

point within reach that was on the course of the orbit-

ing princess, which happened to be the local boot

hill.

“Nice place to meet your date,” said Pelney with a

chuckle, which he quickly clamped down on after

seeing Rolnikov’s stern face. “Goodness me. You
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really do take this thing seriously, don’t you? I think

you love her.”

Rolnikov was still slightly drunk; drunk enough to

enjoy teasing Pelney, at any rate.

“I did once love a woman,” he said in what he

thought to be a confidential tone.

“Really?” exclaimed Pelney.

“Yes,” said Rolnikov. “Her name was Death and

we danced the whole night.”

Pelney stamped his feet in frustration. “Remind

me to put that one in my little book,” he told the mad

knight. “These little sayings of yours, they’re so

wise, you know. It’s like working with a new

Buddha. Or at least a new Oscar Wilde. I don’t know

why you have to be so cagey all the time.”

Rolnikov kept his mouth shut, but his enormous

chest rippled with suppressed laughter. After a

couple of minutes of Pelney being moody, Rolnikov

spoke once more.

“I had to break it off though.”

Pelney was sarcastic. “And why was that, pray

tell, oh wise one?”

Rolnikov was looking up at the stars in the dark

sky, now. Was it his imagination, or was one of them

moving?

“She kept leaving with my friends.”

Pelney hadn’t finished thinking about that by the

time a beam of light stabbed down from the heavens

and disintegrated them both.

* * * * *

The orbiting princess was one of the most beautiful

women in the universe, according to popular legend.

Pelney didn’t know about that – after all, there were

a lot of women in the universe, and who could say

they had seen them all – but as far as he was con-

cerned, there was no doubt she was definitely in the

running.

For Rolnikov, there was no doubt whatsoever that

the race was run and lost. Her raven hair shimmered

in the light as if the stars themselves shone from

within it. Even her own hair was in love with her,

flowing down to brush the dark brown skin of her

lovely neck with a thousand tender kisses each time

she moved. As she led the way from the transporter

room of her satellite to somewhere more comfort-

able, he found himself afraid that she would turn to

speak to him – he, the most feared man on all

Melrune, afraid to look a woman in the eye! He

worried that looking into her deep brown eyes he

would forget everything, forget how to talk, how to

walk, how to breathe. If they reached the observation

room before she turned those eyes upon him, he

could sit down, forget about walking, leave the

talking to Pelney, and just concentrate on breathing;

on taking in every molecule of oxygen that might

possibly have brushed across her lips.

He worried about that, but also that if she turned

she would see how he had been hypnotised by the

rolling of her bottom as she walked, the warring for

supremacy of the two beautifully rounded hemi-

spheres engaging his almost total attention in a way

that made him somewhat ashamed to be male. But

then, as she turned a corner ahead of him, he had a

moment to reflect that even had he been female it

would have been insanity not to appreciate these

gentle tyrants of his lustful attention.

Finally they arrived, without, to Rolnikov’s relief,

any untoward or embarrassing incidents. He had met

her just once before, for a moment so achingly brief

he still felt the twinges, after he had completed a task

for her and beamed up to receive his payment, but

they had spoken on the talkoscanner a few times

since, and though he hardly dared hope for anything

between them, he dared not face the world without

that hope.

The two of them sat in opposite chairs, Pelney off

to one side, almost forced away, Rolnikov felt, by the

magnetic forces that pulsed between him and the

princess. He wondered if she felt it too. Would he

ever know? At the moment he was so hard, tightly

packed, like cement, but if he ever opened himself to

her, only to be rejected, he would be scattered

forever like grains of sand in a hurricane.

Forcing himself not to look at the princess,
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Rolnikov had to admit the alternative view would

only look shabby in this particular company. The

floor and one wall of the observation room were

entirely transparent, allowing the visitors the treat of

seeing their world from high above. Melrune was

stunningly beautiful, the huge red plains in which

Rolnikov generally plied his trade just one facet of a

multifaceted world which elsewhere shone bright

green, blue and yellow.

“How do you feel about the mission?” asked the

princess.

Rolnikov continued to look down at the planet – it

was the only way he could keep his composure. “It

sounds intriguing, princess. Give Pelney the details.

He’ll do the thinking and let me know when I have

to hit something.”

She smiled and turned to Pelney, who had become

rather engrossed in a little bowl of sweets embedded

in the arm of his chair. Although it was off-putting to

speak to someone with cheeks stuffed like a squirrel

(yes: like Rolnikov himself, the princess originally

hailed from our planet), the princess intended to do

her best, while Pelney planned to get through the

conversation with a combination of all-purpose

waves and meaningful grunts. He was hardly about

to pass up the opportunity to eat food as good as this.

“The mission is a simple one, Pelney, on the face

of it. At least, the instructions are simple. Following

them through to the mission’s end may prove more

difficult. I want you to find the grim thinker.”

Pelney blew all the sweets out of his mouth.

Fortunately there was not enough power put into the

expellation of the items for any of them to reach the

princess, but she raised an eyebrow as they scattered

over the floor, spoiling the view of Melrune.

“The grim thinker?” hooted Pelney. “Are you

mad? He’s a myth! And even the myths say he lived

thousands of years ago! Have you heard this,

Rolnikov?”

Rolnikov didn’t move. “She’s paying, so we’ll

look for him. We get paid either way.”

“Well, fine then,” said Pelney with a laugh.

“Should we look for the October fireman and the

scarlet noosereader while we’re at it?”

The orbiting princess didn’t blink. “You can if you

like, Pelney, but I’m not paying you to.” She

shrugged. “But if they should turn up on your travels,

let me know and I’ll see if I can sort something out

for you.”

“So why do you want us to look for the grim

thinker?”

“It’s a rather unusual matter, but among my other

responsibilities, I am the representative in this region

of space of an organisation called Ibis – the

Interstellar Bureau of Investigation and Skulduggery.

It seems that something over 4,000 years ago they

did something on Melrune which earned them the

gratitude of the grim thinker – he offered them a

boon, a boon which they now need to be granted.”

“They expect him to keep a promise made 4,000

years ago? Are they completely mad?”

“I don’t honestly know,” said the princess. “They

speculate that the grim thinker may not necessarily

turn out to be a single, long-lived individual, but

instead a position, or rank, and that the present

incumbent may wish, and may be able, to honour the

promise made all that time ago.”

“What’s the boon?”

“You have to ask the grim thinker to free,” she

consulted a datapad, “Milon the Assassin, Detective

Jim Grimmett, and Professor Samson Quigg, if he is

still alive.”

“Isn’t that three boons?” asked the squire. “Are

they being held by the grim thinker himself, or some-

thing?”

“They’re together,” replied the princess. “So I

think that makes it one boon; but if it comes down to

it, ask for Milon the Assassin – he’s the important

one. And this is the strange thing about the request –

they are definitely not being held by the grim thinker

– they are in the grip of the tin can brains.”

Pelney winced.

She went on, “And they tell me that the fate of the

universe rests upon the success of your mission.”

“So no pressure then?”

“None at all,” she smiled.

Pelney rolled it over in his mind a few times.

“Have you got any idea where we might find the

grim thinker, princess?”

“I believe, and bear in mind that this is only a

hunch, that you might find him there.” She pointed to

a mountain just passing beneath their feet.

“Why’s that?” asked Pelney, always the willing

stooge.

“Because,” said Rolnikov out of the blue, “it is

called the Mountain of the Grim Thinker in the local

dialect.” In fact, he had only been feigning a lack of

attention. Every second of the last ten minutes of his

life had been spent studying the princess’s reflection

in the observation window. “And she didn’t tell me

that on the talkoscanner.”

After a small adjustment to the direction and speed

of the station, to bring the mountain quickly back

under their feet, Rolnikov was the first back into the

transporter room. Meanwhile Pelney hung back a

moment, affecting to tie up his bootlaces. The
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princess paused for a moment, partly to hurry him

along, partly to make sure he didn’t steal anything.

As she waited, the door to the transporter room slid

shut behind Rolnikov.

“Come along, Pelney,” she scolded.

“Sorry, princess,” he said, quickly getting to his

feet. Just before he caught up with her, he asked,

“Did you really need to bring us up here for this?”

She pursed her lips and pouted a little. “What do

you think, Pelney?”

“What do I think? I’ll tell you what I think: I

thought so. Not that it’s a bad thing, you understand.

It’s just I have to be careful with the boss, he can be

temperamental at times; my role, though you might

not realise it, involves a great deal of man-manage-

ment, and if I’m going to manage that man, it helps

for me to know if his goals are realistic.”

She laughed. “They are realistic, Pelney, stop wor-

rying. There is one thing, though.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Tell him to stop watching my reflection in the

window – it really creeps me out.”

Pelney laughed too, quietly though; he didn’t want

Rolnikov to hear and have his feelings hurt. “It’s

only because he’s too shy to look you in the eye; but

I’ll try and let him know.”

“Thanks, Pelney,” she said as they went into the

transporter room. “I think we are going to be great

friends. Especially,” she said, as she laid a hand on

his shoulder that would put Rolnikov in a foul

temper for the next six hours, “if you find the grim

thinker and get him to grant this boon.”
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The mountain of the grim thinker was very large, and

for the sake of safety the orbiting princess had

dropped Rolnikov and Pelney off at the bottom. It

was a long way up, but then they had no reason to

assume that the grim thinker would be at the top. It

just seemed like the natural place for him to be. So

they set off. Although it was a large mountain, the

foothills were not too demanding, and Pelney had

spotted a small village part-way up the mountain,

where he hoped they could find a guide, provisions

and, if they were lucky, directions. It was up to

Pelney to make these decisions, because Rolnikov

was not yet back to his usual self. He stumbled

around in a lovestruck daze, half out of his mind with

passion, and it was all Pelney could do to get him

walking under the right direction.

Pelney did worry about him sometimes.

The weather at this level of the mountain was

quite temperate, so there was as yet no snow or ice,

and there were even patches of mossy grass here and

there, which could be just as slippery as ice. Pelney

tried to lead Rolnikov around them, and as they

trudged along he left the mad knight to his own

thoughts for a while. There was no point at this stage

in getting him all worked up about it – he didn’t want

to waste his ammunition. Who knew if at some time

over the next few days he might need to really work

Rolnikov into a fighting frenzy?

They walked in silence like this for almost two

hours. When they had landed at the foot of the moun-

tain it had been early morning, local time, but the two

of them were three or four hours past midnight in

personal terms. Pelney suggested a rest, and hun-

kered down on a large flat rock beneath a spindly

dried-up tree. Rolnikov shrugged, and joined him.

Pelney opened up his pack and put together a rea-

sonable lunch for them: bread and ham, with a

couple of biscuits each. He poured wine into a pair of

small cups.

Rolnikov finally spoke. “Isn’t it a bit early for

wine?” he growled.

Pelney almost dropped the canteen in surprise, but

smiled and passed one cup to the mad knight. “I just

thought we could finish it off, so we could fill the

canteen with water next time we passed a stream.”

“Fine,” shrugged Rolnikov. “So long as that’s the

only reason.”

“Of course,” replied Pelney placatingly. “Here, let

me re-fill your cup for you.”

“Thank you,” said the mad knight. “I’m as tough

as I ever was.”

“No doubt in my mind!” said the round-faced

squire. “Even if you were in love with someone – not

that I’m saying you are – I should think it would only

make you tougher than ever, having someone to fight

for, to champion, so to speak.”

“Eat your br,ead and ham, buffoon,” commanded

Rolnikov, with somewhat unnecessary rudeness.

A couple of hours later they reached the village. It

was a small place, with no more than ten or twelve

small huts gathered round a central space, where a

handful of children played shakvi. Pelney’s first

impulse was to join in, but Rolnikov held him back.

“We don’t have time for fun,” he said. “Remember

that the fate of the universe depends upon us being

successful in this mission.” In any case, the children

soon stopped playing to run up and gather round the

strangers. There were few other people about, but

none seemed hostile; wary and quiet, but not hostile.

As each of Rolnikov’s hands were taken hold of

by a gaggle of children who proceeded to try and pull

off his fingers by swinging on them, Pelney could

not hold back a laugh, which earned him a very dirty

look from the mad knight. For some reason, children

loved Rolnikov; maybe it was just because he was

rather funny-looking, with his great height, leather

chest-straps, bald head and big boots. As was ever

the case, except during fights, and even then only

during fights worth the effort of drawing it, the

knight’s massive sword was strapped to his back,

securely in its scabbard and well out of the each of

the children.

One kid could not find a spare finger, and so con-

tented himself with coming to meet Pelney. “Hello,

sir,” said the boy politely, and, to Pelney’s relief,

comprehensibly. “I am Ronus.”

“Hi, Ronus,” said Pelney. In the course of their

travels, he and Rolnikov had picked up a working

The Town of Monkey-

Monkey
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knowledge of most dialects on the continent. The

way it usually worked was that Rolnikov would

spend a night in deep and private conversation with

the most gorgeous of the local girls, before giving

Pelney lessons on the trail. It was an arrangement

Pelney sometimes considered unfair, but then he

could hardly begrudge Rolnikov a few perks of the

job, and, if he was being honest, quick talker that he

was, Pelney could never have learnt a language in a

single evening. Especially with an attractive woman

to distract him! “What’s the name of this village,

son?”

“It’s called Monkey-Monkey,” said the boy.

“Because legend has it that there were once two

monkeys here. No other village in living memory has

ever had more than one monkey. This is why our

village is the best.” The boy thumped himself once

on the chest, probably a little harder than he meant

to, but doing his best not to wince in front of the

stranger.

“It certainly seems like a fine old place to me,”

said Pelney with a smile, as Rolnikov got dragged off

by the children to one of the huts; not the largest, but

one which had two skulls on poles planted on either

side of the door way. He began to walk in that direc-

tion – it wouldn’t do at all if Rolnikov made a scene

of some kind with the village headman.

“Let me guess,” he said to the boy, who was

making his best effort to keep stride with the inter-

esting chubby-faced stranger. “The two skulls…”

The boy leapt in, more eager to show off his own

knowledge than to let the stranger play guessing

games. “The two monkeys! You see, there is proof!”

“Heritage is a wonderful thing,” said Pelney with

feeling, patting the boy on the head. They entered the

hut, Ronus leading the way, pulling open the wooden

door, allowing Pelney through, then following and

closing the door behind them.

The hut was pretty small, just a few metres square,

but its owner was evidently very proud of it, beaming

with joy as Rolnikov and Pelney sat themselves at

his feet. He was bearded, but against expectation, it

was not white, but dark brown, virtually the same

colour as his sun-tanned skin. Pelney judged him to

be in his mid-forties.

It was nice to receive a friendly welcome for once.

He supposed that visitors must be fairly rare up here.

The half dozen children in the children squeezed

themselves against the walls as best they could;

excited, but worried they might be dismissed from

the historic meeting.

“Welcome, travellers!” said the bearded man, with

a wave of his hand. “My name is Garto, and I am the

headman of this village, Monkey-Monkey. So

named, because there were once two monkeys here,

if you can believe that!”

“I have never heard the like before!” exclaimed

Pelney, while Rolnikov remained silent, frowning at

a child who was giggling behind a hand pressed

against her mouth. “The two of us have visited every

corner of Melrune, and we thought we had seen

everything! Surely this tale of two monkeys can be

nothing but a myth, a tale cooked up by the founding

mothers and fathers of your village to justify such a

bold, proud and boastful name!”

There were gasps of amazement all around the

room.

“Oh no,” said Garto, his eyes wide. “It is true,

stranger! As you entered this hut, did you not see the

evidence, the very skulls of the two monkeys?”

“He did, headman,” called Ronus quickly. “I

showed him them!”

“Well then!”

“It’s true,” said Pelney, shaking his head in amaze-

ment. “But I could hardly believe such a wonder. I

hope you will forgive me.”

“Of course we will, stranger!” said Garto with an

ebullient laugh. “Why, I remember the first time I

was told that each star in the sky is bigger than a

dozen Melrunes! I laughed for three days and three

nights! Some things are too wondrous to swallow at

the first attempt! You shall see, when we have a feast

in your honour tonight!”

“My stomach rumbles in anticipation already,”

said Pelney with what he hoped looked like a smile.

“But tell me this, headman, if your village is called

Monkey-Monkey because there really, really were

two monkeys here once, why is this mountain named

the Mountain of the Grim Thinker?”

The room went almost absolutely quiet. No one

breathed, no one made a movement – all apart from

the one little girl who just couldn’t help giggling

more and more the more deeply Rolnikov frowned at

her.

After a tense moment, the headman spoke, with

bulging eyes. “You dare speak of” – he paused before

whispering the last three words of his sentence – “the

grim thinker?”

“Isn’t he just another legend?” asked Pelney

blithely.

The headman shook his head slowly. “We don’t

talk about him. We never have.”

“But you named the mountain after him…?”

“An oversight,” said the headman, clapping his

hands, making everyone in the room jump, even

Rolnikov, who had not really been paying attention
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to anything other than the war of nerves with his gig-

gling adversary. “Quickly, now, let us put this dan-

gerous topic to one side, and prepare for the feast!”

The children all let out a big hurrah, pulled open

the door, and ran out into the town common area,

where they began to run round in circles as fast as

they could until they fell over. Rolnikov and Pelney

were left for a moment alone with Garto, who gave

them a wink and said, “Later, my friends, I will tell

you the story of the grim thinker, but in private.”

Noticing that Rolnikov was about to speak, prob-

ably to suggest that Garto close the door and tell

them now, Pelney leapt to his feet and thanked the

headman for his kindness, before leading the mad

knight out onto the common. “We don’t want to seem

too eager, Rolnikov,” he whispered, “or they’ll clam

up.”

Rolnikov shrugged and let Pelney lead him up to a

little spur of rock at the edge of the village, from

where they could watch the preparations for the

feast.

“Is this a necessary delay?” asked Rolnikov as

they sat there, Pelney swinging his legs back and

forth through the thin air.

“I think it is,” replied the squire. “We don’t know

what we’re going to encounter up there on the moun-

tain, and it has been almost 24 hours since we last

slept. We can take a quick nap here, eat when we

wake, get the information we need, then head up onto

the mountain fully refreshed, fully fed, and fully

informed.”

“I’ll leave the decision to you, then,” said

Rolnikov, lying down on the rock, swinging the

sword scabbard up so he could rest his head on it.

“But if the universe ends while I’m asleep, you die.”

“Sounds fair,” agreed Pelney, before moving away

from the edge and lying down himself. The rock was

obviously hard, but it had been warmed by the after-

noon sun, and there were no insects or bugs around,

so it would almost certainly make a better bed than

any of those in Monkey-Monkey would have done.

With that thought, he dropped off to sleep.

When Pelney awoke, Rolnikov was already on his

feet, doing callisthenic exercises by the light of the

moon.

“Do you always have to be so vigorous?” Pelney

asked peevishly, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“Ask me again the next time your life depends on

it.”

“Good point,” answered the squire. “What woke

you up?”

“They’re almost ready for us.” He pointed to a

small dark shape approaching their vantage point.

“Ronus has been sent to collect us.”

“So he has,” said Pelney. “Do you think they’ll

send him with us as a guide?”

“He was the only child who didn’t swing from my

fingers,” replied Rolnikov. “So he’s obviously the

smartest one among them. And there are so few

adults here that I doubt they’ll want to risk one of

them up the mountain.”

A few minutes later they followed Ronus back to

the common, where the party was just starting to get

going. The time the two travellers had spent napping

had given the villagers time to summon those who

had been grazing animals on other parts of the moun-

tain, and so the full complement of twenty or so

adults were there, all together – a rare enough event

in itself that the party was bound to be a roaring

success even before the presence of the strangers was

added to the mix.

Three men had dug out some dusty musical instru-

ments and were banging and twanging away on them

without a care, and everyone else was either dancing

or eating. Most of the children were running round in

circles again.

“That looks like fun,” said Pelney.

“Sometimes I feel that’s all I ever do,” replied

Rolnikov.

A long table, quickly put together by borrowing

the planks of wood from someone’s fence and some

stones from the wall of one of his wealthier neigh-

bours, was covered in food, most of which looked

intriguing to Pelney – from a biological point of

view, less so from a gastronomical one. He could see

why other visitors had found it difficult to swallow

the wonders of Monkey-Monkey cooking at the first

attempt. Nevertheless, nothing ventured, nothing

gained, and he couldn’t always leave the ventured

part to Rolnikov, so he found a spare place to sit and

began to test the different varieties of Monkey-

Monkey culinary expertise.

Rolnikov looked around, feeling a bit lost. He

wasn’t hungry, there were no unattached women, and

he didn’t dance, except in extreme circumstances.

(Curiously, though Rolnikov no longer danced, he

was in all likelihood the finest dancer on all Melrune,

it having formed an inescapable part of his training

as a young warrior. In fact, the twist he had per-

formed in the arms of the exomentarius had been

learnt on the ballroom floor.)

Suddenly there was a whisper from the darkness

off to one side, putting him immediately on his

guard.

“Psst! Stranger!”

He turned to see who was there, hiding away from
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all the activity, but even his keen eyes couldn’t pierce

the darkness. Ronus had already tagged along after

his new best friend Pelney, so it could not be him.

“What do you want?”

“It’s me, Garto, the headman! Come quickly,

while no one is looking!”

Rolnikov shrugged, and headed into the darkness.

Once out of the lights of the village common, his

eyes adjusted, and he could make out Garto clearly.

He was not carrying a weapon, so the mad knight

relaxed a little.

“You wanted to know about the grim thinker?”

“That’s right,” said Rolnikov. He thought about

what Pelney had said to him, and decided that in this

particular situation honesty would probably be the

best policy. Pelney was a good fellow, but he did

overcomplicate things unnecessarily sometimes. “He

granted a boon to someone, and we’ve been asked to

find him and request it.”

Garto was flabbergasted. “What? Really?”

“Yes, really,” replied Rolnikov. “Do you have

information that will help us find him?”

“Well, to be honest,” said the headman, rubbing

his beard, “I was going to tell you that the grim

thinker is nothing but a myth, that he’s completely

made-up. I just didn’t want to say that in front of the

children. If we keep them scared of him, it stops

them wandering off up the mountain.”

“That’s disappointing,” said Rolnikov. “Because

the fate of the universe depends upon us finding

him.”

“All the universe?” asked Galto, incredulous.

“All of it,” replied the mad knight.

“It’s a lot to gamble on a myth.”

“Well, I’m told that all other bets are off,” said

Rolnikov, turning to go and collect Pelney.

The headman trailed behind him, deep in thought.

“Wait, there might be something after all.”

Rolnikov turned. They were back on the edge of

the common now, and Rolnikov could see the man’s

brows were deeply furrowed. He was probably think-

ing harder than he had ever thought before in his life.

“Just because I’ve always thought it was a myth,

doesn’t mean it can’t be true – you and your friend

doubted that there had ever been two monkeys in

Monkey-Monkey village, but there were. In the same

way, perhaps there really is a grim thinker!”

“Well, friend,” said Rolnikov. “If the myths say

that there is a grim thinker, where do they suggest

that he is?”

The man tugged at his beard so hard a few strands

of hair came off between his fingers, searching his

memory for childhood tales. “The story said that he

lived up there, over a hill, under a stream, erm, after

a rock, and between two minutes. I don’t know what

that means.”

Rolnikov was thoughtful. “I think I might. Come,

I must tell Pelney what you’ve told me. If you are

agreeable, he has suggested taking Ronus as a

guide.”

“He’s a good choice,” replied the headman,

nodding. “I have always had the feeling that he is one

of the few who was never scared by the tales of the

grim thinker. I reckon he knows more ways here-

abouts that any of us, especially up there, where we

are never supposed to go. Legend has it that if we

disturbed the grim thinker, he would send an ava-

lanche down to crush the village.” He looked at

Rolnikov in sudden anxiety. “So if the stories are

true…”

“Don’t worry,” answered Rolnikov with a pat on

the back. “I’m sure he won’t punish anyone for col-

lecting on a promise he made.”

He was about to go, but had one more thing to say.

“Galto, you should know that I always believed that

there had been two monkeys in Monkey-Monkey.”

Garto nodded his thanks, and shook Rolnikov

firmly by the hand. “That means a lot to me. Good

luck on your quest. Though the whole universe

depends on you, the people of Monkey-Monkey will

always be grateful to you, successful or not.”
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The next day they started early, and the whole village

gave them a big send-off.

On their way up the mountain, Rolnikov did not

speak a great deal. Ronus, however, did not stop

talking. He had a million questions to ask Pelney

about the world beyond the mountain, and the squire

was doing his level best to answer them all. But it

was worth it: the boy proved to be a more than

capable guide, and their progress was good.

Although there were a number of streams which

came tumbling down the mountainside, the boy

chose one in particular as being the most likely to

lead to the home of the grim thinker, mainly because

he had followed most of the others to their source.

This one, he explained to the travellers, he had never

really felt like exploring, which, now he came to

think of it, did seem a bit odd, especially as the route

was not particularly difficult.

“You know what, Ronus?” said Pelney, coming to

a full stop, after they had been working their way up

the slope for over two hours. “I know just what you

mean. Why bother climbing up here? We should just

head back to Monkey-Monkey.” He turned and

started to head back, wondering why he had ever set

off in the first place.

Ronus shrugged and followed him. “I suppose we

might as well.”

Rolnikov had been bringing up the rear, and he

came to a dead stop as he saw the other two heading

his way. “What are the two of you doing?” he

demanded.

“Going home,” said Ronus.

“It’s boring up here,” said Pelney, “and such hard

work.”

“I don’t know what’s got into you fools, but there

is no chance of us going back down. Is that clear?”

Pelney and Ronus stopped and looked at each

other.

“He’s right,” said Ronus. “We have to get up there

to save the universe.” Pelney had seen no reason to

keep the importance of the mission from the young

guide, just in case they ended up in a situation where

he could tip the balance. They had even told him

their names, which, oddly enough, no one had asked

them to do in the village – and they didn’t usually

announce themselves if they could help it. The news

had a tendency to send people fleeing to the hills. But

their fame obviously hadn’t spread to the foothills of

the mountain of the grim thinker – the boy hadn’t

heard of them.

Pelney frowned. “That’s the strangest thing. I

know we must climb the mountain! Why ever would

I decide to head back down?”

“Why indeed?” said Rolnikov. “Cowardice,

perhaps?”

“I’m no coward!” said Ronus. “It’s sorcery!”

Pelney and Rolnikov looked at each other. “He

may not be far wrong,” said the squire. “There may

be some kind of device there, gently sending out tele-

pathic commands to encourage people to leave.”

“That would explain why I never came up here!”

said the boy.

Pelney nodded. “If you were not that bothered

about getting up there to begin with, you would have

no reason to suspect your motives for changing your

mind.”

“This sounds very plausible to me,” said Rolnikov.

“Let’s try again.”

The three travellers resumed their way up the

mountain, and soon they reached the point where

Pelney and Ronus had begun to have second

thoughts. They began to feel them again, but this

time, when they turned, they found Rolnikov had

quietly removed his sword from its sheath and was

barring their way back with it. With this added incen-

tive to press on, they soon found that the feelings

began to fade.

“How do you feel, Ronus?” asked Pelney. “Do

you still want to go back home?”

“Never!” said the boy.

“Excellent,” replied Pelney. “What about you,

Rolnikov: didn’t you feel it at all?”

Rolnikov slipped his sword back into its scabbard.

“I felt it,” he growled. But he did not go into detail,

and they did not dare to ask. If he had decided to

share his feelings with them, he would have said how

he had first experienced that feeling as a six year-old

boy, when he awoke, after spending six months in a

The Way to the Grim

Thinker
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coma, to find that his parents had been murdered and

his home razed to the ground. The desire to go home

was something he felt every time he saw a smile,

every time he saw a child playing, every time he

picked up a cut in a battle. It was a feeling he had

learnt to ignore by the age of seven. An unfortunate

side-effect was that feelings come as a bundle – you

can’t ignore one and expect the rest still to function

normally – but seeing as that suited his chosen career

path just fine, he was not going to complain about his

childhood traumas. Certainly not to Pelney; he would

rather die than take sympathy from his lackey. And it

was important to Rolnikov that Pelney kept a certain

image of him in mind: it helped him stay in charac-

ter.

Five minutes later they came to a little crest in the

mountain. The main peak was still far off in the dis-

tance above their heads, but Pelney had a good

feeling that they were getting close to the grim

thinker. Immediately before them the surface dipped

to create a small plateau eaten into the side of the

mountain, almost as if someone had taken a bite from

it. This plateau wasn’t the source of the stream, but it

was an important point along the way. At the far side

of the plateau, some twenty metres or so away, the

stream poured down a sheer face, to create the pool

that they now faced, of cool, clear liquid. Close to

where they stood the edge of the pool lapped over the

plateau to begin its long journey down to Monkey-

Monkey and beyond.

“Over the hill,” said Pelney, using a wave of his

hand to show what he meant.

Ronus did a double-take. “You mean this could be

it? The home of the grim thinker?”

“Could be,” confirmed Rolnikov. “The next bit

was that it was under the stream.”

Pelney dropped his pack and went to look at the

pool. It ran the whole length of the plateau, and

though it didn’t look too deep at the edges, and it was

clear enough, he couldn’t see how deep it went in the

middle. He couldn’t see any monsters in it, though,

which was definitely a bonus.

“You think it could be under here?” he asked

Rolnikov. “Some kind of trapdoor entrance, or an

airlock?”

Rolnikov shrugged. “One of us will have to dive

in and take a look.” He sat down right where he was.

“You mean me?”

“I’ll do it,” said Ronus.

“There you go!” said Pelney demonstratively.

“The boy will do it!”

“You do it,” said Rolnikov. “What if there’s some-

thing in there? Wouldn’t you feel bad if the boy

died?”

“I’d feel a lot worse if I died,” muttered Pelney to

himself, while wriggling out of his jacket and

trousers, making sure that he didn’t say it loud

enough for the boy to hear.

He ran to the edge of the pool and dived in. The

water was very cold, his skin developing instant

goosepimples all over, but it was very refreshing,

especially after the way his mind had been clouded

on the way up here. He drank in a few gulps, and it

tasted good. He shouted to Rolnikov, who was

watching him with a look of dry amusement. “You

should come and try it! It’s wonderful in here!”

That was enough to spoil Rolnikov’s enjoyment of

the moment. “You are there to do a job, Pelney. Get

on with it, you dim-witted buffoon!”

The squire cheerfully began to swim back and

forth across the pool, dipping his face into the water

to see the better, but after ten minutes he was forced

to admit defeat, and climbed out of the pool, shook

himself off like an animal, and came to sit by a fire

that Rolnikov had started.

“There,” said Pelney, “you do care after all. You lit

a fire for me.”

“The boy complained he was cold.”

Pelney looked over at the boy, who gave him a

wink.

“Ah well,” said Pelney, taking off his underclothes

so that they could dry by the fire, and putting his

trousers and jacket back on in the meantime. “At

least it shows there’s a heart beating in there some-

where.”

“There’s nothing in there,” said Rolnikov.

“Nothing?” said Pelney. “Nothing at all? My, you

really are as hard as they say, Rolnikov.”

“I meant the pool, numbskull.”

Pelney laughed. “Well, in that case you’re right,

Rolnikov. From inside the pool I could see right

down to the bottom, and there was definitely nothing

there. There wasn’t even any dust in which a trap-

door could be hiding – it was solid rock at the

bottom.”

“Then it looks like your swim might have been a

waste of time,” apologised Rolnikov.

“No problem,” said Pelney. “I enjoyed it, really.

But where do we go now?”

Rolnikov pointed to the other end of the plateau.

“This is just a guess, but I think if we go over

there, and look under that waterfall, we’ll find that

part of the rock wall there will swing open if we

apply enough force to it.”

“Under the stream and beyond the rock!” said

Ronus.
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“Good work, Rolnikov!” Pelney was impressed,

despite himself. Rolnikov so often made comments

about leaving the thinking to Pelney that the squire

sometimes forgot just how smart his boss could be

when he put his mind to a problem.

Five minutes later, the three of them were standing

in the entrance to the home of the grim thinker. The

cave looked very dark and musty. There were

cobwebs everywhere, and dust covered the floor. It

was easy to believe no one had been there for 4,000

years.

“Shall we go in?” said Pelney.

“Maybe I should wait outside,” suggested Ronus.

“Just in case the grim thinker is in a bad mood.”

“Oh, don’t worry about him,” said Pelney. “In all

likelihood all that’s left of him will be a pile of old

bones and, if we’re lucky, instructions on how to do

the impossible and free some people we don’t know

from a place which we don’t know!”

“I’m not so sure,” said Rolnikov. “I think there’s a

chance he might be waiting for us. Follow me.”

The mad knight led the way into the cave. The

other two followed, more warily, but at the same time

not keen to get separated from the toughest of the

group. Rolnikov could just about see, once his eyes

had adjusted, but he was going to ask Pelney to light

a torch anyway, just so no one tripped over and set

off any alarms or anything. Just as he turned to

speak, though, lights flashed on, first directly above

their heads, and then all the way down a long smooth

corridor leading into the heart of the mountain. Only

the area by the cave entrance was rough-hewn and

cobwebbed; the corridor beyond was spotlessly

clean.

The three explorers exchanged a series of glances,

but by mutual and silent decision agreed to continue:

this did not really change anything. They set off

down the tunnel. No end to it was currently in sight

– though cylindrical, the tunnel was perfectly

straight, and came to a vanishing point far off in the

distance. It angled slightly downward, not so much

that they were in danger of slipping down, but

enough so that if they began to forward roll down it

they’d soon pick up a breakneck speed.

“This is incredible!” said the boy, a little too

loudly. His voice echoed down the tunnel, growing

more distorted as it went, eventually becoming

nothing more than an incoherent moan.

“Wow!” said Pelney, very quietly – in his time

with Rolnikov he had got used to sneaking around

places, so he was an old hand at this kind of thing.

It seemed to be taking a while to get anywhere,

and the mad knight of Uttar Pradesh was only too

aware that time might well be of the essence for the

captives of the tin can brains. “Let’s run,” he said to

his companions, and so they did, Rolnikov leading

the way. At first Pelney lagged behind, as the boy

kept pace at Rolnikov’s heels, but underneath the

chubbiness, Pelney had the stamina that Ronus

lacked, and overtook him, though both were by that

point lagging some way behind Rolnikov, who, after

almost ten minutes of running at his best speed and

finding no change in the tunnel (other than that he

could no longer look back and see the cave entrance),

finally found himself with a destination in sight.

He stepped up the pace. The others might fall

behind, but there did not seem to be any danger, and

they would catch up eventually. In the meantime,

time might well be of the essence. After another five

minutes of running, he was there, standing at a win-

dowless metal door, upon which was mounted a

gigantic metal wheel as wide as the corridor itself.

Trying the obvious route first, Rolnikov tried

pushing the door. Nothing happened. He shrugged;

the door might well have been left open by the last

person to go through it. Looking more closely at the

wheel, he saw that cogs at its centre bit into holes in

a massive locking bar that was obviously holding the

door shut. He put his impressive weight into pushing

on one of the spokes of the wheel. It gave a little,

then a little more. Pelney and Ronus were still some

way up the corridor, so Rolnikov took a deep breath

and tried again. This time it seemed looser, and he

was able to turn the wheel a full quarter of a turn.

Standing back up straight and shifting his grip, he

pushed again, then again, and again, and one by one

the teeth of the cogs pushed their way through the

notches in the locking bar, before, eventually, the bar

was completely clear and the door swung open.

Rolnikov took a moment to wipe the sweat from

his forehead, just as the other two finally arrived, out

of breath and twice as sweaty as he was.

“Well,” panted Pelney, “what are you waiting for?

Let’s go inside!”

“Hold on,” said Rolnikov, stopping the others

from getting by. “This sanctum has been undisturbed

for 4,000 years. We can’t just barge in like riotous

children. Gather yourselves together, and make sure

you are ready to meet the grim thinker with all due

decorum and deference.”

“Sorry,” said Pelney. “I just got over-excited, as

usual.”

They stepped through the door, into the inner

sanctum of the thinker, and there he was, right in

front of them, suspended in mid-air, in the literal

centre of the spherical chamber. They stood on a
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small walkway that went right round the circumfer-

ence of the room. A small flight of steps ran down to

computer equipment at the bottom of the sphere,

another flight went up to meet a transparent bubble,

in which sat the thinker, in the very pose in which

Pelney had imagined him: his thin legs crossed

beneath him and his scrawny arms crossed over his

flat stomach, wearing nothing but a wrap of white

cotton around his loins. He didn’t move a muscle as

they came in, though a length of his long white

beard, which fell from his chin over his crossed legs,

and through a hole in the bubble, right down to the

bottom of the room, where it curled like an albino

snake among the computer equipment, was swaying

in the breeze from the door.

Ronus began to move along the walkway to see

the thinker from a different angle, but there was still

no reaction. Pelney tried waving, without success,

then called out, “Hello there, thinker!” For his

efforts, he received nothing but a clout on the back of

the head from an annoyed Rolnikov.

“Perhaps you recall what I said about decorum?”

“Oh, what does it matter?” said Pelney, moving

out of range. “He’s dead to the world, anyway.

Probably just a statue or a hologram.”

“Think so, eh?” replied Rolnikov, quickly darting

forward and clipping Pelney on the back of the head

again before he had a chance to react. “Don’t you

recall what Gorto said? Between two minutes?”

“I thought that was just primitive gobbledegook,”

said Pelney in surprise. “I never realised it could

actually mean what it said!”

“Well,” said Rolnikov, “I think it does. I think that

the grim thinker has been in some kind of suspended

animation for the last 4,000 years! And we must

wake him!”
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The three of them spent a little while poking their

noses in and amongst all the bewilderingly advanced

technology that filled the sphere of the grim thinker,

hoping to discover a way to wake him from his

ancient sleep. His beard made getting about in the

lower level quite difficult, and there was some dis-

cussion as to whether it should be removed. In the

end, despite the protests of the other two, whose

weaker physiques made it harder for them to press

through the piles of silver hair, Rolnikov decided not

to. For all he knew, the grim thinker might well have

gone into suspended animation for precisely the

purpose of growing an exceptionally long beard! The

others laughed, although they had to admit it must

have been difficult to design a suspended animation

system that would let the beard continue to grow

while the man remained the same age, and more than

that: actually untouched by time, living between two

minutes.

Eventually, though, Rolnikov came to the conclu-

sion that there was no immediately obvious way of

waking the grim thinker. The mad knight was one of

the most intellectually advanced men on all of

Melrune, but Melrune was not the most advanced

planet in the universe, and this technology was quite

beyond him. For one thing, there were no buttons to

press, no switches to pull, no visible way at all of

interacting with the machinery. He was baffled.

“Any ideas?” he asked Pelney.

“We tried shouting, didn’t we?”

“Yes, you tried shouting, buffoon.” Luckily for

Pelney, there was a sea of crispy white hair between

him and the mad knight. “What about you?” asked

Rolnikov, turning in desperation to Ronus. The boy

looked thoughtful. “What do you think we should

do?”

“Well,” said the boy, putting a finger to his chin,

“when I was a little kid, I used to wake my dad by

pulling his beard.”

“Genius,” said Rolnikov in disgust. “They raise

real geniuses in Monkey-Monkey, don’t they?” He

sat down to think.

Pelney did not think it was that bad an idea. It was

worth a try, anyway. They had disturbed the beard a

little, of course, when wading through it, but all three

had been careful not to deliver any sharp tugs to the

grim thinker’s chin. The breeze from the entrance,

too, had made it swing back and forth slightly, but

again without effect.

“It’s not so dumb,” said the squire. “I’m going to

give it a try, Rolnikov.”

Rolnikov looked at him sourly. “Go ahead, Pelney.

Show the boy how full-grown idiots behave.”

Pelney shrugged, and Rolnikov went back to his

thoughts, which by this time were principally con-

cerned with the effect of the failure of the mission

upon his relationship with the orbiting princess.

Would she care for a man who had failed at the last

hurdle? And if the universe really did depend upon

his success, would it matter anyway? This was

perhaps the major flaw in the mad knight’s character.

His dark and brooding nature sometimes got the

better of him, leading him into bleakness and

defeatism, especially at times like this, when the

enemy was ineffable, diffuse, and impossible to

attack with a sword. In the midst of a fight, his

anguish would disappear, sword stroke would follow

head-butt, and problems were resolved by the twist

of a knife. Left to brood, he easily fell into inaction –

but then it was not as if he was blind to this fact. At

some level, this must have partly accounted for the

way he kept the otherwise irritating Pelney around.

Despite what he always said, it couldn’t be just about

boots.

So Pelney pulled the beard. He grabbed hold of it

with both hands, made sure the grip was firm, and

gave it three hard, quick jerks.

The effect on the grim thinker was unusual:

delayed, and taking place in slow motion. Long after

the chubby squire had released the beard from his

hands, the chin of the sleeping thinker was being

pulled forward, millimetre by millimetre. His body

rocked forward – Rolnikov was glad to note that the

head had not simply come off at the neck – and after

ten minutes or so it seemed that there was a hint of

an opening eye. Ten minutes later it was clear; the

grim thinker was slowly waking from his long, long

sleep, and Pelney and Ronus were shaking hands in

satisfaction, while Rolnikov was shaking his head in

disappointment. Why did the universe conspire

against him in this way?

After an hour, time in the grim thinker’s bubble

seemed to be back in synch with the rest of universe.

As two of the trespassers gazed in awe, and the third

The Cosmic Butterfly
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sat nursing his pride, the grim thinker staggered to

his feet, still bleary-eyed and apparently unaware of

his visitors. He got to the exit from the bubble, to the

top of the flight of stairs, but stumbled and fell.

Quick as thought, Rolnikov leaped to catch the

falling thinker, but the man’s beard, twisting through

the hole in the base of the bubble and the steps,

caught, and the wisest (so legend said) man in the

galaxy hung in the air, suspended over their heads by

his chin.

Fortunately, his neck did not break, and Pelney ran

up to the walkway, and then up the staircase, to the

bubble entrance, and cut the beard with his knife.

Below, Rolnikov gently caught the thinker, and then

laid him on a bed of his own erstwhile beard.

“Thinker!” said Rolnikov, insistently. “Are you all

right?”

At first there was no response; the thinker’s eyes

seeming to stare almost sightlessly, but in reality

simply waiting for the brain to wind up to the point

where it would be able to make sense of the input it

was receiving.

Pelney had a go. “O grim thinker, tell us, how does

it feel to be in the future?”

The old man’s eyes suddenly seemed to focus.

“Fancy that,” said Rolnikov with a dry laugh.

“The first thing he sees after 4,000 years is your face,

Pelney. I bet he wishes he stayed asleep.”

The grim thinker pushed himself up, and looked

around at the bed of beard he lay on. “4,000 years,

has it been? Well I never! And it feels just the same!”

This last bit was addressed to Pelney.

“Did you expect to be asleep for so long?” asked

Ronus, finding his voice, although it did crack a little

at one point.

The grim thinker got to his feet and climbed the

stairs to the walkway while answering. He was pretty

steady on his feet now, but just to be sure Rolnikov

shadowed him closely.

“Oh no, boy. But then I understand there’s a

saying: don’t tug on the grim thinker’s beard, is that

it?” Behind the thinker, Rolnikov looked angrily at

the boy, who shrugged in mock innocence. “That one

was going around before I even went to sleep. So I

knew no one would wake me frivolously. Once Ibis

gave me the technology to put myself in suspended

animation, I had no idea how long it would take for

them to send someone to wake me. But then that was

all I wanted, to take a nap for a while, just till it was

time for me to help out. The universe didn’t need me

then. It took 4,000 years for it to need me again.” He

looked over his shoulder at Rolnikov, and then at

Pelney. “That isn’t so bad, is it? Some people the uni-

verse never needs.”

“Ha ha,” said Pelney, to Rolnikov’s irritation. 

Leading round the walkway, the grim thinker

came to a point opposite the entrance to the tunnel.

He waved his hand and a part of the wall faded away,

to the surprise of those who had only just searched

the room.

“Come in,” said the grim thinker. “Have a cup of

tea. And tell me how I can help you.”

Rolnikov, Pelney and the boy followed him

through the opening, which re-solidified behind

them. They found themselves in a comfortable and

spacious lounge, a small food preparation area off to

one side, sofas for sitting on in the centre, and shad-

owed doorways leading off here and there.

“It’s amazing,” said Pelney, “that all of this lasted

for 4,000 years.”

“It didn’t,” replied the grim thinker, pouring some

tea for each of them. They went and sat on the sofas.

The grim thinker took great pleasure in stretching

every bit of his body as far as he could in every direc-

tion. “None of this existed until you opened the cave

entrance – none of it, that is, apart from the spherical

room in which you found me, which was built by Ibis

on my behalf all those centuries ago. The second you

opened the cave door, billions of magnificent

nanorobots sprang into action, creating the tunnel

that led you down to me, constructing this entire

suite of rooms, turning the lights on, and even

boiling the kettle.” He sipped his drink. “I told them,

you see, that I’d like a cup of tea with my wake-up

call.”

“Will you go back to sleep?” asked young Ronus.

“When you’re done with me, yes, I’ll go back to

thinking – not sleeping, thinking, but thinking very,

very slowly – there are problems that can’t be solved

any other way. Now, to business, what do you want

from me?”

Rolnikov was the one to answer. “We have a

message from Ibis. They want you to free three

people, if they are still alive – Milon the Assassin,

Professor Quigg and Detective Jim Grimmett, all of

whom are in the clutches of the tin can brains. I do

not know how you can help, but–”

The grim thinker cut him off. “I can help. Don’t

worry about that. That’s why they sent you to me,

even after all these years.”

“How?” asked Pelney, leaning forward in excite-

ment. “You don’t even know where they are. They

could be virtually anywhere in the universe!”

“I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” replied the

thinker. “Let’s finish our tea before getting onto that.

And do you want anything to eat?”
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Since Pelney and Ronus started immediately to

salivate like Pavlovian dogs, Rolnikov said he

wouldn’t mind. The grim thinker was obviously keen

to eat something too, now that a few sips of tea had

settled his stomach, and he rushed off back to the

food preparation area, leaping over one of the sofas

in his haste to get there.

Soon they were all having an excellent meal that

thrilled even the overused taste buds of Pelney, and

which to Ronus seemed the feast of a king. The grim

thinker, clearly no ascetic, tucked in as heartily as

any of them. Before ten minutes were up, his tray

was clear, and he hurried the others into finishing off

theirs. He got them all to their feet, and led them off

to one of the shadowed doorways.

The light switched on as they entered. It was a

simple, bare and small room, with only one interest-

ing feature: a stone pillar, upon which rested a glass

jar, within which was a butterfly. Rolnikov leaned

forward to take a better look at the insect. It was not,

however, the most lovely butterfly he had ever seen

– its wings were not particularly brightly-coloured,

and the pattern was positively drab.

“Here we are!” exclaimed the grim thinker. “This

butterfly was something I earned a long, long time

ago. Deconstructed and stored in the memory of the

nanorobots all these long centuries, it now stands

ready to help solve your little problem.” He took the

lid off the jar, then turned to Rolnikov. “What did

you want, again?”

The mad knight looked at the old man queerly, but

repeated the problem. “We would like Milon the

Assassin, Professor Quigg and Detective Jim

Grimmett to be freed from the grasp of the tin can

brains.”

“Fine,” said the thinker. The others stared at him,

but he directed their attention to the butterfly as it

beat its wings a single time. The grim thinker smiled,

and put the lid of the jar back on. “It can only do that

once in a millennia, so I hope that was worth it.”

“What?” demanded Rolnikov. “How will that free

anyone?”

“Don’t get testy,” the old man said. “Listen, have

you ever heard the idea that the beating of a butter-

fly’s wings on one side of the world can cause a hur-

ricane on the other?”

Rolnikov admitted that he had, although Pelney

and Ronus were stumped.

“This is the cosmic butterfly, created thousands of

years ago by intelligences long since departed from

the universe to control events at every level of

reality. Its mastery of cause and effect is absolute, so

well-defined that a single beat of its wings can make

virtually anything happen anywhere in the universe.

Your friends will be freed.”

“Wow,” said Pelney. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Thank you,” said the grim thinker. “Now, I think

you should leave. I’ve been thinking something over

for the last 2,314 years and I really think I’m on the

verge of a breakthrough. Make sure you go quickly –

I wouldn’t want the tunnel to be deconstructed by the

nanorobots while you were still within!”

He led the way back into the spherical room, and

behind them they could already see the lounge area

dissolving as billions of the invisible beings

swarmed over it, packing it away all neat and tidy,

ready for the next visitors to come a-tugging on the

grim thinker’s beard.

The grim thinker climbed back into his bubble,

and waved goodbye to Rolnikov, Pelney and Ronus,

who waved back and then began the long trudge up

the tunnel.

So that was it, thought Pelney. The mission was

complete, and, to the extent that they could tell, suc-

cessful. Hopefully this would leave the orbiting

princess and Rolnikov happy enough to spend a bit

of time together. Meanwhile, he could get on with

cleaning the mad knight’s boots, which were covered

in long, white strands of hair.

Imagine that, thought Pelney, the mission done,

and Rolnikov never even had to use his special

power!

* * * * *

When the butterfly beat its wings, ever so gently and

slowly, a small bit of cobweb from the cave entrance;

a piece that had travelled down most of the tunnel

stuck to Ronus’s backpack, before being knocked off

him in the lounge area when the thinker leapt over

the sofa, and had then been blown about in the air

until it floated into the butterfly’s room; that piece of

cobweb, which had been dropping into the glass jar,

was reversed in its direction by the breeze from the

butterfly’s wings. So thin and light that it was imper-

ceptible, the web flew back up out of the jar and

settled upon Pelney’s cheek.

Back out of the mountain plateau, panting with

breath after having had to outrun the nanorobots’

destruction of the long tunnel back to the surface,

Pelney wiped the back of his hand across his face,

unwittingly dragging the cobweb across his nostrils.

It tickled him and he sneezed, extravagantly.

With nothing else to do while the others caught

their breath, Rolnikov had been sharpening his sword

with a small grinding stone. When Pelney sneezed, it
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made Rolnikov drag the grinding stone across the

back of the hand holding the sword. The mad knight

let out a massive roar, as much from annoyance at

Pelney as from the pain.

Further up the mountain, an accumulation of

winter snow, loosened by the warmer summer

weather, shook to the echo and begin to plummet

down the mountain. Fortunately for Rolnikov,

Pelney and Ronus, it missed their position, though

they were able to watch as it gathered speed, snow

and debris as it continued on its destructive route.

Rolnikov glared at Pelney, who shrugged and ate a

sandwich.

In the village of Monkey-Monkey, a man on the

look-out for the return of the adventurers saw the

avalanche begin its descent, and quickly raised the

alarm. Everyone within reach rushed to the common

area, and at the order of the headman emergency

procedures were followed, and so the town of

Monkey-Monkey lifted off, a powerful force-field –

Melrune was not a very advanced planet, but it goes

without saying that every village had at least the

basic amenities – slicing off the little chunk of the

mountainside upon which the huts sat and trapping a

bubble of atmosphere for the people to breath.

The sudden emergency had left Garto a little

shaken, though – especially as he thought it might be

the result of tugging on the grim thinker’s beard, so

to speak, and because he had every reason to think

his son might have come a cropper – and he was little

too forceful in manipulating the controls of the emer-

gency anti-gravity apparatus. The village flew up

into space.

A passing asteroid, which had been on its way to

incinerate itself in the uppermost reaches of the

atmosphere of Melrune, was knocked off course

when it was struck like a billiard ball by the shooting

village of Monkey-Monkey. The asteroid shot off

into space, while Garto tried to guide Monkey-

Monkey back down to the surface.

Amazingly, as luck would have it, literally at that

very moment a wormhole, one which was due to

exist for no more than a handful of seconds, came

into being in the route of the asteroid, which flew

down it, before emerging in a different galaxy alto-

gether.

The last of the tin can brains to have left the home

planet were at that point on a ship which was prepar-

ing to dock – preparing to dock with a craft so terri-

ble that it threatened the whole future of the universe.

On board the ship were the two prisoners, Milon the

Assassin and Detective Jim Grimmett, held fast by

robotic bands, their bodily functions – the tin can

brains had learnt their lesson! – being dealt with by

painfully inserted catheters. A tin can guard was

nearby, its sensors straining to detect any hint that the

prisoners were trying to escape their bonds.

The asteroid hit the ship, just as it let down its

shields to dock, but in the millisecond before the

shields of the dark matter destroyer reached out to

protect it. The rear of the ship exploded, and shock

waves ran through the whole of the structure. The

guard watching over Milon and Grimmett, not

having a firm grip on anything, was flung across the

room and it smashed into a hundred pieces when it

hit the wall. The bonds that held the two Ibis agents

exploded, leaving them free, though with rather sore

wrists. Removing the catheters left them even sorer

elsewhere.

In another part of the explosion-wracked ship, a

man banged his head against a doorway, and remem-

bered that people had once called him Professor

Samson Quigg.
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This time, rather than leaving a purely mechanical

guard-droid to watch the prisoners, the enemy had

left a fully-fledged tin can brain, and as Milon and

Grimmett removed themselves from their bonds,

they couldn’t help noticing the brain itself, lying in

the shattered remains of its body, rudimentary tenta-

cles flailing about for the connections which had

been destroyed.

“Do you think it can still see us?” asked Grimmett.

Milon the Assassin shook his head. As ever, he

was immaculately dressed, the weeks in captivity

having done nothing to wrinkle his black suit or to

knock his carefully lacquered eyebrows, which

extended two and a half centimetres (he measured it

each morning, or at least each morning that he did

not spend being tortured by his enemies) beyond the

sides of his head, out of place. His bald head shone

as if freshly polished, and the smartly cropped strip

of black hair that ran around the base of his skull was

as tidy as it had been when he had first left the house,

all that time ago, before his unwitting destruction of

half of Golgokkamok.

Thinking of that reminded Milon of his small

friend and assistant, Zaaldoon the Robotoface, who

had after all been responsible for the cataclysm. Now

that he was free, he would have to try and make

contact.

He supposed he’d better pay some attention to his

“rescuer”. They had not spoken much over the last

few weeks, largely because of the danger of being

overheard by the tin can brains. Milon did not want

to give away how much he knew of their plans, and

he did not want Grimmett to give away how much

Ibis knew or did not know – the very piece of infor-

mation for which he assumed they had been tortured

every day. There had never been any danger of Milon

succumbing to the torture – he was too much of an

egoist; if he had submitted to the demands of the tin

can brains, the automatic Ibis hypnotic programming

would have kicked in, erasing his personality – rather

the universe die than that, he thought.

“Doubt it,” he replied. “They didn’t evolve into

this. They were human, most say, but packed it in.”

He walked over and stamped on the brain. “Never

know, though, it might have raised the alarm.”

Grimmett gawped.

“It was defenceless! That was really cruel.”

Milon looked at him with a raised eyebrow – with

eyebrows like his this was a very striking expression.

“They don’t call me Milon the Assassin because I

like fluffy bunnies.”

“Even so,” said Grimmett, “I thought you were on

the side of the angels!”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” replied Milon. He

began to root around in the innards of the tin can

body, and managed to put the creature’s blaster back

together, and jerry-rig a power source for it. He

began to head off. “This baby should help us get out

of here.” He saw that Grimmett was still holding

back, a frown on his face. “Listen,” said Milon, real-

ising that a little tact was necessary, especially given

that this guy had not been an Ibis agent for very long;

that this was his first mission in fact; not to mention

his first time in space and all the rest. He had to make

some allowances. “Within twenty minutes that brain

would have been back in a new tin can body blasting

away at us as we tried to make our escape. Would

you have shot it then?”

Grimmett had to admit that he would have done.

“Well, come on then, don’t be so queasy.”

“You’re right,” said Grimmett. “It just looked

pretty disgusting, the way the brain gave way under

your boot and everything.”

Milon punched his shoulder. “Chin up, old boy.

There’s no time left to lose.” He ran off down a cor-

ridor, and Grimmett followed him.

As they made their way through the ruined ship,

dodging sudden explosions from left and right,

zipping as quickly as they could past disabled tin

cans and murder-droids, blasting the occasional one

who looked like it might be a threat, Milon could not

help reflecting on how he had got into this situation.

Naturally, sometimes getting captured by the enemy

was a sure-fire way to get taken to their most secret

bases and lairs – although he could not be sure, he

thought it pretty likely that this had happened in the

present case – but more often than not it was a one-

way route to sudden death, or, worse, torture and a

Better Living Through

Cannibilisation

32 Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction 2004/3



long, lingering death. He thought he had been pretty

unlucky back there on the planet of the tin can brains.

It had not been his fault that Zaaldoon had left the

mega-wave on, after all, so he was not really respon-

sible for the damage done to Golgokkamok, or for

the subsequent vow of Nanotus the giant to pursue

him to his death. He had not even had time to eat the

eggs Zaaldoon had made in the mega-wave that

fateful morning!

The mission had been going pretty well till the

giant showed up and spoiled things. As the tin can

brains had hunted him all over the galaxies he had

slowly gathered information on them, and made his

way to their home planet, where he had spent weeks

hiding under the surface of the planet, tunnelling

here and there, with Zaaldoon’s help, and leaving lis-

tening devices secreted in each of the major war

rooms of the metallic maniacs. Although the tin can

brains were close-mouthed even with each other,

Milon had soon worked out that the major thrust of

their plan was the destruction of the universe, and

shortly after that, even as one by one the audio pick-

ups went silent, as the tin can brains abandoned their

home planet, he had discovered the means by which

they intended to implement that plan. That, of

course, was when the psychotic Nanotus the Giant

had shown up, ripping up everything in sight in his

attempt to get at Milon. The tin can brains, alerted by

the presence of the new intruder to the presence of

the first, had soon come close to capturing both. At

the last, Milon had shared a little of what he had

learnt with the giant, had managed to get through the

rage that had been dominating his will, and had seen

real repentance in the giant’s eyes as he used the

dimensional opener, on his way, as Milon had then

hoped, and as he now learnt from Grimmett in a

quickly whispered conversation while they fled

down the corridors had actually been the case, to get

word to Mrs Challenger. Milon was pleased that the

information-carrying microbes had worked so well.

“We’ve been everywhere,” said Milon, after

twenty minutes of running around, “and there’s no

sign of any escape pods on this ship. The tin can

brains may well just rely on their metal casings to

protect them out in space if necessary.”

“So what do we do?”

“I have an idea, but it is slightly mental.”

Grimmett didn’t seem to mind. “If the alternative

is falling back into the hands of the tin can brains,

mental sounds good to me. Do you mean some kind

of astral projection?”

Milon laughed, the short cynical laugh which was

the closest he ever came to genuine good humour.

“Not that kind of mental – I mean the crazy sort of

mental.”

“Whatever gets us out of here, Milon!” said

Grimmett with feeling. “What’s the plan?”

Milon led him off back in the direction they had

just come from. They soon reached the tin can brain

which he had most recently finished off. It was still

pretty much in one piece, the assassin having held

the blaster to its head and boiled its brain on a low

power setting. Grimmett had not laughed when

Milon asked if he was hungry.

The assassin took firm hold of one of the tin can

arms and began to drag it down the corridor.

“Again I ask,” said Grimmett in a slightly exas-

perated tone, “what is the plan?” After all his years in

the force it was rather galling to him to be treated like

a raw recruit, even though he recognised the author-

ity of the other man, and was willing to be guided by

his superior knowledge of the situation they were in.

“I take back what I said before,” replied Milon,

indicating that Grimmett should take one of the other

metal arms. “Upon further reflection I have come to

the conclusion that my plan is actually one that only

such a refined master of the secret agent arts as

myself could have come up with.” Now it was

Grimmett’s turn to raise an eyebrow, though he did

grab an arm and start pulling. Soon they reached a

second dead tin can. “The tin can brains don’t have

escape pods, do they? We think it’s because they can

go into space, don’t we? So we’ll slice a few of them

up to create our own spacecraft. What do you think?”

Grimmett thought about it – the plan didn’t seem

so stupid, especially when the ship they were already

in seemed to be on the point of breaking apart, and

the only other option was to head into even greater

danger – whatever the ship had been docking with

when the explosion had occurred. He knew Milon

had an idea what it was, but that he did not want to

say – there was always the possibility that their

whole escape had been staged for precisely the

purpose of finally getting him to talk. Perhaps that

was why he had taken such sadistic pleasure in fin-

ishing off the wounded brains, thought Grimmett. It

was just in case they thought they were playing him

for a fool. He resolved not to play any pranks on

Milon at the Ibis office party.

“I suppose it is worth a try,” he said out loud to

Milon. “Although in my experience their bodies

haven’t been that tough – I’ve blasted holes in a few

with bullets. Plus, back in prison on their planet,

Quigg and I managed to short one out by throwing,

erm, liquid over it.”

Milon thought about what Grimmett had said – he
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did respect the detective from Earth, even if, in his

opinion, he could do with being a little more ruthless.

After all, rookie that he was, he’d made it this far.

“You probably caught it by surprise: I imagine

they wouldn’t be completely airtight when they go

about their normal day-to-day evil business. But shot

into space, or even going underwater, they would

probably clam up to protect the brain within the

casing. As for the bullets – it’s a good point. We don’t

want to get out of here only to be blasted by the first

micro-meteorite that shoots by. I’ll double up on the

thickness of the shell, and see if I can put together

some kind of rudimentary shield.”

“Great,” said Grimmett. “How can I help?”

They chose a suitable place in which to do their

butchering. It was either a storage area for shipped

goods or soldiers, or a hangar of some kind, although

it was at present empty, apart from the two escapees

and their raw materials. At the far end was a huge

bulkhead door which, although it was sealed tightly

shut, with no visible means of opening it, Milon was

pretty sure would give way to space if blasted hard

enough. At the other end of the hangar, the two of

them began to pull apart the tin can bodies, threw the

brains off to one side, and turned up the power on the

blaster Milon had scavenged in order to use it as a

welding torch. The assassin took out his sunglasses –

“I’ve looked into the hearts of suns with these on,”

he told Grimmett proudly – and got to work welding

the body parts together, while the detective set off to

drag extra bodies back to the work area.

It was not long before Milon, working at a frantic

speed, and onto his fourth blaster, had put together a

pretty decent outer casing for their ship. They had

still not been discovered by any active, fully func-

tioning tin can brains. Milon speculated that the

explosion must have damaged some central elec-

tronic nervous system shared by the robot bodies on

the ship – probably something that saved a lot of

wear and tear on their internal processing equipment,

but which in this case, by a million to one chance,

had left them wide open to a devastating blow.

“What do you think it was?” Milon asked

Grimmett, who for a while had been sitting with his

back to the assassin as the welding continued, to

protect his eyes. He had already gathered enough raw

materials for their miniature ship and was using a

sliver of metal to work the panels of the tin can

bodies apart, so that they were ready for Milon to

work on.

“I don’t know,” said Grimmett, surprised to be

asked. “Did they crash instead of docking?”

“It seems possible,” replied Milon, speaking

loudly to make himself heard over the noise of the

blaster as it seared together segments of the tin cans

to create airtight joints. “That would explain why tin

cans haven’t poured into the ship from over there.”

Grimmett began to ask where that was, but Milon

shushed him.

“But the original explosion was at the back of the

ship. It could have been some ship attacking, but if it

was, it was quickly destroyed because there were no

follow-up blasts. It could have been a long-range

missile. I suppose it might conceivably have been my

pal Zaaldoon, although I doubt he would have the

sense to do anything quite so effective. It seems most

likely that it was an asteroid smashing into the ship.”

“That was a lucky break,” said Grimmett.

“Yes,” said Milon, pursing his lips. “It was, wasn’t

it?”

“So that’s why you’re so suspicious?”

“You got it,” the assassin called back. “But you

never know, so we have to take the chance if it’s

there. If we get to kill a few tin can brains along the

way, the afternoon won’t have been a total failure!”

He laughed, switched off the blaster, and got to his

feet to admire his handiwork. “And who knows,

maybe we have just been lucky – and it would be

stupid to pass up the chance of escape.”

The shell he had created was a simple cylinder,

with just enough room inside for two people to sit

fairly comfortably. One panel had not yet been

welded into place, leaving room for them to climb

inside. In effect, it looked just like a giant tin can

brain’s torso – on many of the recycled bodies they

had left the blasters intact, with the power packs and

controls inside the ship – these formed a belt around

the centre of the cylinder, ready to blast it in

whichever direction was necessary.

“Okay,” said Milon. “Get inside.”

Grimmett excitedly climbed into the ship, taking

with him the welding blaster Milon had set down.

Inside he couldn’t see a thing – he had faith that

Milon had given some thought to the method they

would use for navigating the ship.

Outside, the assassin was gathering together all

the other blasters that were at hand, both the ones for

which he had expended the power packs, plus half a

dozen which he had saved for this very purpose. (In

all, fully seventeen tin can brains had given up their

bodies for this project.) Piling them up by the bulk-

head door, Milon began to flick each of those still

with power to the highest power setting. Each had

been rigged to blow once a critical level was

attained, and the ones without power he had added to

the pile just in case they had any combustible bits
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that might add that little something to the explosion.

He began to head back to the ship. A few metres

away he saw Grimmett peering out of the ship at

him, and gave him a wave. But then, suddenly, he

was stopped in his tracks by a guttural shout from off

to one side, from an entrance that led off to a part of

the ship they had not explored.

“Stop there!” called the voice.

Some part of Milon’s brain, the part not consider-

ing the possible outcomes of the hundreds of differ-

ent combat opportunities open to him at this point,

noted that the voice was in English. However, he did

not recognise the helmeted figure that now stumbled

from the shadows, gun in hand and pointed firmly at

the assassin’s chest. That was the first thing Milon

noticed about him. The second was his unusually

enlarged cranium, and the strange, tightly sealed

opening that sat in the middle of the huge forehead,

almost as if a third, outsized eye was there in hiding.

The last thing Milon noticed, before leaping for the

opening in the ship, was the man’s peculiar clothes,

made of a sort of hard, black metallic material. It

looks pretty cool, thought the assassin, even as a

blast from the man’s gun scalded his heel, though it

does make him look a bit like a tin can brain on legs.

As Grimmett held up the single remaining piece of

the shell for him to weld into place, Milon decided to

have a word with his tailor.

“Who was that?” asked the detective, whose field

of vision had been restricted to seeing Milon and his

reaction to the attacker. He had not recognised the

voice.

“I’ve no idea,” said Milon, dropping the blaster

and moving to take hold of two of the blaster controls

that ringed the inside of the cylinder. Unfortunately

there had not been time to rig a centralised control

panel, so each of them would have to be switched on

by hand. Grimmett grabbed two others, ready to go

on Milon’s mark. Of course, if the interloper outside

managed to prevent the explosion, there would be no

point in switching them on at all – there was no way

they would be powerful enough to get the makeshift

spacecraft moving if gravity and atmosphere kept

their hold on the hangar bay.

There were several tense moments, and then they

heard an explosion which shook their little craft, but

didn’t appear to damage it – although the test was

still to come.

“One, two, three, …” counted Milon, but then they

were both thrown flat on their backs as the little ship

was sucked out into the darkness of space, along with

all the other contents of the hangar: chunks of the

blasted bulkhead door, the atmosphere, leftover bits

and pieces of tin can bodies… Milon wondered if the

guy who had attacked them had made it out before

the explosion, but he didn’t think about it long – he

didn’t really care.

“The plan is go!” said Milon. The two of them

resumed their places. “One, two, three, go!” Each of

them switched on two of the blasters, and they felt

the pull on their bodies as the cylinder began to pick

up speed. Milon hoped that they were not just

heading straight back whence they had come.
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As the blasters pushed the ship into the inky black-

ness of space, Milon and Grimmett held their breath

for a few moments. But there was no collision, and

both let out a deep sigh. They had successfully

managed to pull away from the wrecked ship of the

tin can brains.

“Looks like we made it!” cried the detective.

“This far, at least,” said Milon, trying his best to

contain the ebullience that he, too, felt. “I guess it

wasn’t such a crazy plan after all.”

“There is one thing,” said Grimmett. “How are we

going to navigate when we can’t see a thing? I mean,

I’m sure you have it all worked out and every-

thing…” He trailed off.

“Don’t worry,” said Milon, clapping him on the

shoulder. “I think our eyes and ears are out there,

somewhere. He drew Grimmett’s attention to what

looked like a watch on his wrist. Before he could

continue the explanation, Grimmett had leapt in.

“What a fancy timepiece!” he said with enthusi-

asm, looking at the small display, with flashing

numbers and symbols which meant nothing to him.

“Is it able to tell us where we are?”

“Actually, no,” replied Milon, “although it would,
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coincidentally, have been able to if I had had the

opportunity to download the appropriate galactic

data to its memory banks. Unfortunately I had no

way of knowing where this quest would end up

taking me, so at the moment it is still full of infor-

mation about the galaxy in which Golgokkamok and

Earth are located.”

“Ah,” said Grimmett, disappointed.

“However,” said Milon, with a vocal flourish, “it

will allow me to communicate with my great friend,

Zaaldoon the Robotoface, who has hopefully been

following at a safe distance, ever since my capture by

the tin can brains! Let’s see if he’s out there!”

Milon started to fiddle with his watch. At first all

Grimmett could hear was the hazy buzz of empty

space, and Milon’s voice as he called into the void.

“Zaaldoon,” said the assassin, “Zaaldoon, faithful

friend, are you there?”

For a minute or two there was no reply, but Milon

kept on trying. Then, when Grimmett was all too

ready to give up, and resign himself to a slow, blind

death in the depths of space, a tinny voice piped up

out of Milon’s special spy watch.

“Hi boss, it’s me, Zaaldoon! I’m here!”

“That’s great!” shouted Milon, the suddenness of

the noise making Grimmett jump a little – just

enough to make him bang his head a bit on the roof

of their cylindrical ship. “Can you see us? Where are

you?”

“Yes, sir, Zaaldoon is here! Ready to help!”

“I know you are, Zaaldoon,” replied Milon with

patience. He was used to dealing with his over-exu-

berant robotic pal. “Where are you?”

“I’m stuck to the ship of the tin can brains, Milon.

I glued myself to it back on their home planet. I knew

if I waited long enough you’d get out. Are you in that

cylinder over there? The one that’s about to hit a

slowly-spinning piece of jagged wreckage?”

Milon and Grimmett looked at one another in

alarm. “That would be us,” said the assassin hastily.

“Could you scoot over here and give us directions?

Just perch on the bonnet, and lead us to safety?”

“No problem, Milon,” said the voice. “In the

meantime, turn left.”

Grimmett switched off the blasters on his side for

a few seconds, then switched them back on again.

Confirmation of the operation’s success came over

Milon’s watch. A few seconds later there was a clunk

on the nose of the cylinder.

“Is that you?” asked Milon.

“It is, sir!”

“Great,” said the assassin. “Now you can give us

directions to get us out of here. First, just tell me, is

it finished?”

“Is what finished?” asked Grimmett, but Milon

shushed him.

The voice took a moment or two to speak. “It cer-

tainly seems to be, boss.” Milon shook his head in

sadness.

“Is it what we thought it was?” he asked.

“I’m afraid so, boss. It stretches as far as the eye

can see, an ocean of smouldering coals covered in a

spider’s-web of tin can construction. They’re still

building stuff, but that just looks like the icing on the

cake. it looks ready to set off any time.”

“Cack,” said Milon.

“Tell me what it is!” demanded Grimmett. “What

could possibly be so dangerous that it could destroy

the whole universe? What was it that started this

whole insane quest? That it was worth the lives of

Nanotus and Quigg to stop?”

Milon was shocked. “Nanotus is dead?”

“Er, sorry, yes,” said Grimmett rather sheepishly.

He would not have wanted to break the news this

way. He had just forgotten to tell Milon, in all the

rush and hurry. “At least I think so. He was left in the

travelling dimension, surrounded by vicious void-

wraiths.”

Milon shrugged, locking the image away in a part

of his mind which he did not visit very often. “No

matter. He had been trying to kill me for months,

anyway, when you think about it. Okay, we’ve got to

get going now, before the tin can brains notice we’ve

escaped. Zaaldoon, which way? Anything nearby?”

“We passed one solar system on the way in, and I

remember seeing a planet there that looked pretty

decent. We should be able to reach it in a few hours.

I don’t know what it’ll be like when we get there,

though. The dark matter destroyer is messing all

nearby solar systems up bad.”

“We’ll have to take that chance,” said Milon. “We

need to land somewhere, take stock, and see if we

can contact Mrs Challenger and Ibis somehow.”

Zaaldoon told them which blasters to switch on,

and they were on their way, but Grimmett hadn’t for-

gotten his questions, and once the course was set, he

went through them once again. Before talking, Milon

broke radio contact with Zaaldoon, just in case the

tin can brains were listening in. He had not yet dis-

counted the possibility that the whole escape might

be a plot to find out how much Ibis knew. But though

Milon was a natural cynic and pessimist, he knew

from experience that the harder he pulled on the

leash, the better the chance that the captors would

drop it.

“If you need us for anything,” he said to the robot-



oface, before breaking contact, “just knock.”

Then he turned to Detective Grimmett.

“Basically, it’s this. The tin can brains have built

something they call the dark matter destroyer. You

don’t know what dark matter is, do you?” Grimmett

shook his head. “The mass of the universe cannot be

explained by the number of visible objects in it. At

some point in the future, scientists on your world will

surmise, and be at least partly correct, that this means

there must be matter in the universe which we cannot

see – dark matter. Highly dense stuff, it’s the matter

that never got it together in time to make stars. There

are patches of it out in space, in between the galax-

ies, at the edge of the universe, at the middle.”

“Have the tin can brains built something that can

destroy it?”

“Oh no,” said Milon. “Although if they had it

would not have been much worse. They’ve built a

spaceship out of it! Can you imagine what that

means? They have picked up a chunk of some of the

heaviest stuff in the universe, reignited it somehow,

kept it ticking over, and turned it into a big ship

which can go wherever it pleases – any obstacle in its

path, any planet, any star, will become a smear on the

forward bow.”

“My God!” exclaimed Grimmett.

“It might as well be,” said Milon. “It’s the most

powerful artificial object this universe has ever seen.

It will plough through the galaxies, serving the

colossal blood lust of the tin can brains. Nothing will

stand against it.”

Grimmett was awe-struck. “And now it’s opera-

tional.”

“We were brought on the last ship to leave the

planet of the tin can brains. Apart from those left

behind on already conquered worlds, every single tin

can brain is here, now, ready to take on the galaxy.”

What can we do?” asked the detective, squeezing

his nails into the palm of his hand.

“Just what I said before,” replied Milon, ever calm

in a crisis. “We contact Mrs Challenger, see what she

can do.”

They continued talking for a couple of hours,

Grimmett telling Milon everything that had hap-

pened up to that point, Milon answering any ques-

tions the detective had.

Suddenly there was a bang on the nose of the

cylinder. Milon quickly switched on his watch com-

municator. “Milon here!”

“We’ve got company, Milon!” said Zaaldoon. “Tin

can fighters!”

“Marvellous,” said Milon to Grimmett. “Tin can

brains fitted out in special suits, with added

weaponry and propulsion capabilities. Shame we

couldn’t have got a couple of those to power this

ship! We could have been safe by now!” He turned

back to the communicator. “Zaaldoon, how far to the

planet?”

“We’re almost there, but the brains are gaining on

us, sir!”

“We’re going to full thrust, hang on out there!”

“Sure thing, sir!”

Milon and Grimmett both took hold of the controls

of the blasters, and turned the whole lot to full power.

It would burn the power sources out quickly, but

there was no other option. They felt the pull against

their bodies, and then there was an explosion, and an

electronic shriek from Milon’s communicator – “I’m

hit, Milon!” – and somehow Grimmett came to be

sprawled on the floor, blood streaming from a wound

to the head.

Milon flexed his fingers, said a quick prayer to the

grim thinker, and took hold of as many of the blasters

as he could. Landing, without eyes, ears or a co-pilot,

and with a squadron of special tin can space fighters

on his tail, would be hellishly difficult. But then he

needed a challenge, the mission having been such a

breeze up till now. He laughed bitterly, and gave it

his best shot.

* * * * *

Milon dragged Grimmett along, his hands locked

under the unconscious man’s arms. It was difficult,

the earth shifting beneath his very feet, in response to

the gravitational pull of the dark matter destroyer, but
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he struggled on. He thought that he had seen a cave

halfway up the hill, and if he could get Grimmett

there safely, they might have a chance.

There had been little he could do to hide the

wreckage of their makeshift spaceship, though. Less

than 500 metres away at the foot of the hill, he had

not even been able to put out the flames that had

engulfed it moments after he had got the detective

out. There was a small chance, though – he had left

the damaged Zaaldoon behind to clear up the mess as

best he could. If the robotoface did not go on the

blink again, maybe he would be able to cover the

cylinder with earth before the tin can brains made

their appearance in the purple sky above. Milon kept

going. As long as there was even the slightest chance,

even if that chance depended on the efforts of his

half-baked robot pal, he would keep going. The uni-

verse, not for the first time, depended on him.

Every step seemed to take an eternity. Out in the

open like this, he would be a sitting duck for the first

enemy to discover him. Of course, he had thought

about abandoning the Earthman, but that was not

Milon’s style, and without his style, Milon would

just be another run-of-the-mill intergalactic secret

agent assassin with a robotic chum, and god knows

there were enough of those around already. Plus,

there hadn’t been time to dig a hole to put him in.

Milon reached the cave opening. He picked up a

nearby rock and chucked it into the darkness. There

being no response, he took the risk and plunged in

and dropped the detective to the ground. If there

were wild animals inside, Grimmett would have to

take his chances. Better for Ibis, reflected Milon, in

any case, that he be eaten by local fauna than be cap-

tured again by the tin can brains, given how much he

now knew.

He spent a moment trying to make the detective

comfortable – though grumbling and groaning,

Grimmett was still unconscious, or delirious. He did

not have a temperature though, and the wound to his

head was not serious. Milon quickly wiped it and

tore a strip from his own shirt for a bandage. He

reckoned that his fellow Ibis agent would come

round soon enough. In the meantime, he had work to

do.

He went to the cave opening to see how Zaaldoon

was getting on, but the news was not good. The

wiring in the robotoface had always been somewhat

shaky, and the hit from the tin can guns had obvi-

ously done nothing to improve the situation.

Zaaldoon was currently preparing food for a horde of

expectant lizards that had gathered around him. One

by one he doled out little insects grilled on the flames

of the makeshift spaceship, to the glee of his little

friends, who had doubtless been finding it harder to

feed themselves in the changing conditions of their

world. Milon clapped a hand to his head, just as the

first streaks across the sky indicated the arrival of the

tin can brains.

“Zaaldoon!” he called. “Get up here!”

The robotoface looked up, saluted, and tipped the

partly-cooked contents of his grill over the lizards,

who leapt into the air to try and snatch them from

each other. One insect – Milon’s eyesight was excep-

tionally good – which had obviously been only

recently added to the grill made a brave attempt to

flutter away, but was caught by a long, flicking

tongue. Zaaldoon quickly flew up to the cave

entrance.

He was a curious-looking kind of robot, having

been designed to Milon’s particular specifications.

He looked a little like a microchip blown up to child-

size proportions, and had three arms on each side of

his stubby, squat body. He moved about by means of

a small but powerful anti-gravity unit at his base. The

whole of his front side was a big, stupid grinning

face. Milon had a very testing life – you should not

be surprised that he went out of his way to create

comic relief for himself.

“How are things, chief? We were having a real

shin-dig down there, but I brought you a doggy-

bag!” He held out a toasted insect for Milon to try. It

was thick and crispy, with a hairy, singed body, and

cracked wingshells of hard chitin.

Milon took a bite. “Not bad,” he admitted. “Now

let me have a look at you, Zaaldoon.” He turned the

robotoface around and opened up his back. The

damage was not extensive, but neither was it fixable.

He would just have to try to keep his pal close by and

under careful supervision.

“Okay, Zaaldoon,” he began, “this is what we’re
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going to do. Do you remember back on the planet of

the tin can brains?” He stopped, because his robot pal

had stopped paying attention, and was instead staring

out of the cave entrance. Milon realised that it

seemed to be getting very dark out there, and he

pushed past Zaaldoon to take a look.

From his vantage point he could see that the lushly

covered ground everywhere was slowly rippling, like

a tide on a world of half-frozen seas, and everywhere

it was falling dark. He looked up at the sky, and saw

the stars going out, one by one, as a huge black mass

blotted out the sky. Here and there, lines of livid red

broke through the pitch blackness, shudders of heat

running through the dark matter. Before long, all the

stars were gone, and the red streaks ran uninterrupted

from one horizon to the other across an expanse of

solid darkness. Then, from one end of the sky to the

other there began to fall, like tiny steel raindrops,

drops of silver death, jetting down to search for

Milon and Grimmett.

“Damn!” said Milon. “The tin can brains have

found us! And they’ve brought the dark matter

destroyer!”
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This was the lay of the land: Milon stood at the

entrance to a cave, half-way up a hill. At its bottom

the hill lazed out into miles of overgrown vegetation,

though a space had been cleared by a crashing cylin-

drical spaceship, now burning and the focus of the

attention of a dozen tin can brains and their attendant

murder-droids, some of which were on the ground,

while others flew about it the air. All – Milon, cave,

hill, vegetation, clearing, cylinder, and tin can brains

– were on a planet of which I don’t know the name –

no one had ever lived there – but which was roughly

Earth-sized, with a breathable, if somewhat stuffy,

atmosphere. Not that Milon knew, not having seen

the view on the way in, but there were no seas, the

water on this planet being circulated through vast

underground rivers, into which the long, long roots

of certain, ancient plants descended. Animals and

other plants were forced to live parasitically on those

massive plants, which, seeing as he discovered them,

we might as well call zaals, after Zaaldoon, but all in

all, it had been a happy little world, as they go.

Things had been working out all right – right up to

the point when the tin can brains chose a nearby spot

in space for the construction of their dark matter

destroyer. As the building blocks of the great ship

were towed past, enormous tsunami would run

through the underground routes of the rivers, ripping

the roots of the zaals to shreds, and seriously damag-

ing the flow of water to the surface. That had been

bad enough, but now the dark star destroyer had

actually moved into this system, and its gravitational

weight was putting an gigantic strain on the planet’s

integrity. One thing was already clear to Milon,

looking at the visible tumult in the planet’s crust: if

the planet did not actually break into pieces and form

a new asteroid belt, its orbit would be so badly

affected that all life on this planet might well be

destroyed within the year. And worst of all was the

thought that unless he could extricate himself from

this impossible situation, this planet would only be

the first.

It looked tricky. He had no weapons. They out-

numbered him six million to one (at a conservative

estimate). And they were only looking for him for the

sake of extra information. If, at some point, they

could no longer be bothered, they would just stomp

on the planet like an elephant steps on an ant.

On the other hand, he was Milon the Assassin.

Killing was his business. For them, it was just a

hobby, however enthusiastically they pursued it.

The first thing was to camouflage the cave

entrance – if he had seen it from down there, it was

only a matter of time before the tin cans did too. He

reached up to grab hold of a tree branch that drooped

overhead, and pulled it down, slowly, slowly, so that

no one was alerted by the sudden movement, and tied
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it, using its own rubbery twigs, to a spike of rock just

below the entrance. Maybe it would help, maybe it

would not. He would have to make sure the tin can

brains were looking elsewhere before long.

He gave Zaaldoon strict instructions and got him

started at the back of the cave, then continued to

watch the tin can brains. He lay flat on his front,

peering through the branches of the tree. Were it not

for the cracks of red lightning that intermittently

opened up the sky, and the lights emitted by the tin

can brains themselves, Milon would no longer have

been able to see a thing.

The tin can brains seemed to be dismantling the

makeshift spaceship piece by piece, almost rever-

ently, having put the fire out. I suppose it is made of

the bodies of their comrades, thought Milon to

himself. Or maybe they just want to recycle the

bits… Then he did something of a double take –

standing off to one side, partly hidden by some

hanging purple fronds, so that Milon had not imme-

diately noticed him, was a humanoid figure. Milon

was sure that this newcomer had not been there when

he left to speak with Zaaldoon – he must have been

brought down from the dark matter destroyer to

supervise the search, guessed Milon, and so it

proved. The figure turned to look around, letting

Milon get a good look at him – it was the guy from

the hangar – and waved the tin can brains off in dif-

ferent directions. One zoomed up in Milon’s direc-

tion, causing his alien heart to flutter like a hum-

mingbird’s wing, but it continued on past the cave at

speed, obviously intending to start its search at the

very peak of the hill. A handful of murder-droids and

tin can brains stayed nearby, waiting for his instruc-

tions.

He was a strange-looking person, thought Milon.

In most respects he looked reasonably normal,

slightly overweight perhaps, and well into middle

age, but still fairly normal, apart from that devill-

ishly-tailored silver suit, but it was that head that

would have made him stand out from a crowd in

Piccadilly Circus – it was bizarrely distended, the

forehead rising to a height twice that normally found

among humans. What’s more, there was that third

eye in the centre of the enormous forehead! Literally

to cap it off, he was wearing a funny green shell-like

helmet. An odd fashion accessory for a servant of the

tin can brains, thought Milon. But he knew immedi-

ately that this guy might well be his only chance to

get off the planet safely, whoever he was.

He turned back to look at Grimmett, who was still

dazed, and only barely conscious.

“Hey, Grimmett,” he said. The detective swung his

head at the sound, but gave no sign of having under-

stood. “I don’t know if you can hear me, Grimmett,

but I’m going to go for a little stroll. The tin can

brains are out there, but there’s a guy that I might be

able to take hostage. I don’t have a gun to leave with

you or anything, but just try to hang on in there. I’ll

be back soon.”

He gave his fellow agent a slap on the arm, then

went to the back of the cave to see how Zaaldoon

was getting on. He had already dug a fair hole for

starters.

“Good work,” said Milon. “Are you ready to

really get on with it?”

“Sure thing, sir,” said Zaaldoon. “This hole goes

right down to ground level, and a bit lower after I

overshot.” He started to tell Milon what he’d found

out about the planet’s ecological system, but Milon

cut him off.

“Fascinating as it will be to hear about that later,

Zaaldoon, we really must get on, before the tin can

brains have a chance to discover our unconscious

colleague.”

Zaaldoon led the way, floating down the shaft he

had dug, while Milon clambered down the series of

handholds which Zaaldoon had been good enough to

cut into the walls. There was danger – at one point

the shifting of the ground in response to the presence

in the solar system of the dark matter destroyer

threatened to crush Milon, but for that few moments

he dropped onto the shoulders of his robotic pal, who

was just able to support him long enough to avoid the

danger. Soon they were down at ground level.

“Which direction?” asked Zaaldoon, eager to get

on with digging again.

Milon, relying on his memory of the big forehead

man’s location, set Zaaldoon to work again, now

heading in an easterly direction, although he angled

the tunnel downward a little, so that rather than

emerging from the side of the hill, they would end up

just beneath the target. This had been how they had

managed to successfully spy on the tin can brains for

so long on their own home planet – under Milon’s

direction, Zaaldoon had dug a series of tunnels that

ran under all the most important buildings of the tin

can effort.

After ten minutes of Zaaldoon’s frantic attack

upon the planet’s shifting crust, Milon asked him to

redirect his efforts. “Let’s go up a bit, but slowly.”

Zaaldoon followed the orders. Milon was pleas-

antly surprised that there had been no further prob-

lems as a result of the damage to his systems. He

supposed that it might be to do with this being such

a basic, mechanical function. Minutes later,
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Zaaldoon reached a layer of mud. Leaving the earth

untouched, he cleared a space in the rock large

enough for Milon to be able to get through, then

dropped down to collect his master.

“Good work, Zaaldoon!” whispered the assassin.

“They never stood a chance, did they?” The roboto-

face simply beamed. “Now give me a leg up!”

It wasn’t far up, just a couple of metres, so it didn’t

put too much of a strain on the little robot’s anti-

gravity unit to carry Milon up to the top of the shaft.

Using his fingers, Milon began to quickly dig away

at the earth. He could have left this bit to the roboto-

face, but there was no sense in taking risks. After a

few minutes of scrabbling away at the earth, he felt a

draught of air upon his face. He lifted his eye to the

tiny hole.

Perfect! He had come up right beneath the super-

visor of the tin can brains! He had expected him to

move at least a little, but Milon figured his efforts so

far had earned him a lucky break.

He slowly pulled at the earth, bit by bit, leaving

just the thinnest of crusts beneath the supervisor’s

feet. Milon could tell that Zaaldoon was beginning to

tire, but that would not be a problem for long. He

bent over to whisper instructions to the robotoface,

and then straightened again. Taking a deep breath, he

burst up through the earth, grabbed the startled

supervisor, and dragged him down through the hole.

He didn’t bother to hold onto him, but let him drop

down the shaft, before pulling himself up through the

hole. Meanwhile, if Zaaldoon was following his

instructions, he would be dropping down to give that

oversized cranium a good solid crack, making sure

the fellow was out for the count, before dragging him

off through the tunnel back to the cave.

Milon, meanwhile, had to make sure there was no

one to follow them there. Pushing himself out of the

hole with such force that he rocketed into the air a

good four metres before landing on the ground, he

quickly took stock of his surroundings. There were

two murder-droids to his right, one to his left, and a

pair of tin can brains studying the dismantled wreck-

age of the makeshift ship.

Before any of them had even registered the disap-

pearance of their supervisor, Milon had somersaulted

through the air to land between the tin can brains –

who, he had decided in the split second before

leaping, posed the greater threat to the mission,

because of their superior intelligence and reasoning

ability, making it more likely that they would work

out where the supervisor had been taken, as well as

their being able to communicate meaningfully with

others of their kind – the murder-droids, left with no

leaders, and no visible enemy, would neither investi-

gate further nor be able to communicate any con-

cerns, even if they had them, to anybody else.

A single finger of his right hand extended in the

shape of the solid hammer, Milon thrust it into the

casing of the tin can brain on the left, putting the full

force of his landing behind the blow. The finger went

right through the metal, the fist followed through,

and the brain of the tin can was mush. Extending his

left arm to its full length and swinging to his right,

Milon made the shape of the scissors, his arm slam-

ming against the left hand side of the other tin can

brain just as his stretched out right leg hit it from the

other side. The tin can fell the ground in a crumpled

heap.

“Mamma!” shouted Milon. “I’m on fire tonight!”

The noise finally attracted the attention of the

three murder-droids to his location, but even as they

fired he was already in the air. Expelling all the air

from his body as he rose, he assumed the pose of the

waterfalling log, legs straight out, arms crossed over

his chest. His two feet hit the top of the solitary

murder-droid with the force of a battering ram,

knocking its head unit right into its body. As it fell to

the ground, he spun off into the darkness, dodging

the shots of the pair of remaining murder-droids, and

threw his jacket over a small bush. It was a shame

about that, he had time to think, before emerging

from the vegetation just behind the two murder-

droids who had been advancing, firing all the while,

on his poor old jacket. He channelled his feelings

about the jacket into his next blow, the shining

shimmer hand, vibrating his hand through super-

tension and slicing through the two of them in a

single go.

Milon dropped to the ground to take a deep breath.

That stuff was hard, which was why he always used

a gun when there was one to hand. He dragged

himself back over to the hole he had burst through,

and dropped down. It was hard to see anything,

without Zaaldoon shining his luminous robot face

around, but he took the fact that Zaaldoon and the

captive were not there to be a good sign, and, after

checking himself over, finding nothing but a few

minor cuts and bruises, he headed up the tunnel

himself, back to the cave.

He arrived, having struggled to make it up the ver-

tical shaft, but having been unwilling to call

Zaaldoon away from the prisoner, to find Grimmett

still unconscious, though wearing rather more tat-

tered clothes than he had been when Milon had left,

and the supervisor tightly bound and gagged with

strips of cloth. Zaaldoon rested nearby, eagerly
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waiting for a sign of approval from his master and

hero.

“Good work, Zaaldoon,” said the assassin. “I

knew I could trust you.”

The robotoface could not hide his happiness.

“Thank you, boss!” Milon smiled, and plumped

himself down on the cold stone floor, opposite the

captive, who was only now beginning to come

around. Quite apart from the circumstances in which

they had met, Milon did not like the look of the man.

Every line of his face betrayed self-interest, self-

absorption, and, if Milon were to be as blunt as he

usually was, self-abuse.

Milon gave him a slap across the face. “Wake up,”

he said through gritted teeth, trying to convey

menace without actually raising his tone. There were

still tin can brains flying around out there. “Wake

up!” He pinched the man’s cheek, and the eyes

abruptly opened. At first dull, they soon shone with

terror. Mmm, thought Milon, perhaps he knows who

I am.

The eye in the middle of the forehead remained

closed, though, and. somehow the helmet had stayed

on throughout the abduction. Milon tried to flip it off,

but it seemed to be stuck. Perhaps it was some kind

of biomechanical implant.

“Well,” said Milon, “what do you have to say for

yourself?” The man, still gagged, just glared at him.

Milon searched the pockets of the strange silver suit,

and found a small pistol. “I’ll look after this, if you

don’t mind, sir. And then I’ll ransom you in exchange

for our freedom. It may not work, of course, but if

they don’t agree, what the heck, I’ll still get to kill

one of their chief lieutenants, so the day won’t have

been a complete wash-out!”

Milon left the man for the moment, seeing as he

was securely tied, and went to check on Grimmett.

He seemed to be getting back to full consciousness,

although he had yet to speak. Finally, his eyes

opened for the first time, focusing first on Milon,

then on the smiling face of Zaaldoon, who he had

never seen before, and then upon the tied up figure of

the tin can supervisor. All of a sudden his face turned

to alarm, and Milon tried to reassure him, saying,

“Don’t worry, we have him hog-tied, he isn’t going

anywhere.”

But Milon’s over-confidence was his undoing.

Without a sound being made, other than the warning

grunt of Grimmett, Milon found the pistol wrested

from his grasp and pressed against his spine. He put

his hands up. Behind his back he heard the sound of

a robotoface being kicked very, very hard. It sounded

as if poor Zaaldoon had been kicked into the hole he

dug himself. Milon gritted his teeth.

“Well then,” said the supervisor, in perfect

English. “If you would care to take a few steps

forward, Milon, and then turn to face me, we can

resume the conversation you were so eager to begin.”

The assassin walked toward the entrance to the

cave. “How,” he asked calmly, “did you escape?”

“Oh, you shall see,” said the supervisor with a

laugh. “Just as Detective Grimmett already has.”

Milon turned around, to be greeted by one of the

most incredible sights of an incredible life. He

realised now that the helmet was no helmet at all, but

a shell, and the third eye was no eye. The aperture

was now open, and out of it protruded a small reptil-

ian head on the end of a long, thin scrawny neck.

Pieces of tattered cloth hung in shreds from the crea-

ture’s mouth.

“What the hell is that?” asked Milon.

“It’s a tortoise,” said the man. “The tin can brains

implanted it for me; I have had the theory in place for

years; my grandfather and father before me had

toiled long and hard on it; but it only became possi-

ble thanks to the marvels of tin can technology! And

now, like the tortoise, I shall live forever!”

Milon shook his head in horror. “Who are you?”

“You mean, who was I, before I became what I am

today? Why not ask Detective Grimmett, who seems

to have finally returned to his senses, such as they

are? I think he knows, and I think he was trying to

tell you.”

Milon looked to his prostrate colleague. “Who is

it, for crying out loud?”

Grimmett struggled to get his breath together, and

said in a single violent expulsion, “It’s Professor

Samson Quigg!”

Milon stepped back in horror, as Grimmett

slumped back down.

“That is who I was,” said the man, grinning evilly.

“But that was long, long ago. Why not call me…

Tortoisio!”
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There was not a lot Grimmett and Milon could say to

that. As they sat in stunned silence, Tortoisio, for-

merly Professor Quigg, the man Grimmett had once

considered, if not a friend, at least a trustworthy col-

league, summoned a squad of murder-droids to

escort them to his ship.

On the way up from the surface of the planet,

which by this point was beginning to come apart at

the seams, Quigg was kind enough to answer some

of their questions.

Although Grimmett had worked closely with their

new enemy in the past, Milon was more surprised to

find him working for the other side. “There’s one

thing I don’t understand – the automatic program-

ming implanted into all Ibis agents – why wasn’t

your memory wiped clean when you went over to the

tin can brains?”

“Oh, I did. I thought it was a price worth paying,

in order to live forever. But amazingly, I took a bang

on the head when the asteroid hit the tin can brain’s

ship, and it was as if I was set free – I remembered

everything! And, of course, I then gave every bit of

that information to the tin can brains! All your forti-

tude, Milon, all your efforts, Grimmett, were in vain!

I gave them everything! Mrs Challenger and the rest

will soon die – my allies have promised me that our

first port of call will be the hated planet of Earth!”

As he reached the end of his rant, there was a loud

clank. The ship had reached the dark matter

destroyer. Tortoisio cackled with glee.

“Now, my tin can brains, take hold of them – they

are to be taken to the very bridge of the dark matter

destroyer, where they shall meet: the original tin can

himself!”

Grimmett and Milon bit back any feelings of fear

that might have tried to assail them. There was no

room for those kind of emotions. It’s a terrible thing

to face the end of one’s own life, but they had a lot

more than that to think about. Dragged through the

endless corridors of the dark matter destroyer by the

tin can deputies – literally dragged, in fact, and at

high speed, their knees, shins and feet being scraped

raw as the malicious metal beings deliberately held

them lower than necessary – while Tortoisio pro-

ceeded ahead on some kind of hovercar, there was no

time for them to come up with even the glimmering

of a co-ordinated plan. Milon, though, did have two

options in mind, though he thought each as likely to

fail as the other. Grimmett was wondering how he

could have misjudged Quigg so badly, and kicking

himself for the grief he’d felt after the professor’s

apparent self-sacrifice – he realised now that that had

been the point at which Quigg had sought out his

new allies, and their comradely handshake the point

at which he had stolen the dimensional opener.

Soon they found themselves in a gigantic and cav-

ernous hall, the forward wall of which was a huge

viewscreen showing the route ahead of the dark

matter destroyer – right in the middle of which,

Milon and Grimmett saw to their dismay, sat the

planet from which they had recently been abducted,

and on which, Milon thought with sadness, remained

the bits and pieces of his old friend Zaaldoon the

Robotoface. But that grand, magnificent and yet ter-

rible view was not the main feature of the room. Not

at all.

Fully one quarter of the space in the room was

taken up by an enormous, rattling, clanking, seem-

ingly steam-driven tin can brain, which must have

been seven or eight times the size of the makeshift

spaceship Milon and Grimmett had put together

earlier that day. It wheeled about, making the noise

of seven hells from each of its grief-stricken gyro-

scopes, to face the newcomers.

“Well,” said the original tin can brain, in a metal

voice that seethed with malice. “At last we meet! The

famous Milon the Assassin! And the slightly less

famous, despite his reputation in his own backyard,

Detective Jim Grimmett!”

“At last,” said Milon, unenthusiastically. “The

moment I’ve been waiting for. I’ve discovered what

happens to dead central heating systems.”

“Ha ha,” laughed the original tin can brain. He

waved a long, fibrous antenna at one of his attending

brains. “Let’s set off.”

The tin can lieutenant inclined itself forward, then

moved off to implement the order.

“No!” shouted Grimmett. “You can’t destroy that

planet!”

The entire misshapen body of the original tin can

shook with laughter, so much so that here and there

a few rivets made their bids for freedom, propelled

The Original Tin Can Brain
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by jets of superheated steam. As a couple of unfortu-

nately close by tin can brains melted into slag heaps,

others, attendant technicians, rushed in to fix the

leaks.

“I can,” said the worst monster of them all. “And

I will. And after I’ve done it here, I’ll do it to every

planet in this universe! Won’t we, my soldiers?”

Every tin can brain in the room joined together in

a bizarre affirmation, an electronic keening noise of

increasing intensity and rising pitch. Even Tortoisio

had a go, though his voice was somewhat out of key.

Just as it threatened to crack Grimmett’s skull, the

original tin can wave for them to stop.

“I want to enjoy this moment,” it said, as the

planet on the viewscreen began to break apart into

first two, then four, then eight, then a multitude of

pieces, as the dark matter destroyer drove right

through it.

“Monster!” accused Grimmett.

“Thanks,” said the original tin can brain. “It’s nice

to be appreciated.”

One of the tin can brains asked for new co-ordi-

nates. Tortoisio leaned forward in excited anticipa-

tion, but was unhappy with the answer the original

tin can gave.

“But, you said we were to destroy Earth first,” said

the former Professor Quigg in a peevish tone of

voice. He was immediately made to regret doing so,

as the original tin can brain lashed a single antenna

viciously across his face. Tortoisio was thrown back

against the wall, his hands to his lacerated face. His

resident tortoise, having seen the blow coming, had

retreated back into his skull before it struck – it now,

tentatively, poked back out of its hole, and began to

tend its master’s wounds with little flashes of its

narrow tongue.

“Do not dare to question me, you fool,” said the

original tin can. “It’s a long road I’ve travelled,” he

said, turning his attention back to Milon and

Grimmett. “So many centuries, so many deaths…”

“What a shame it has to end!” shouted Grimmett,

feeling pretty brave for a man held tight in the grasp

of killer robots.

“I don’t know what you mean by that,” said the

original, slowly wheeling its massive bulk over more

closely to poke its antennae into the detective’s face.

“How do you intend to stop me?”

“We’ll come up with a way,” said Grimmett with

a growl. “We have to, and we will.” From the corner

of his eye he saw Milon giving him a wink. From

somewhere he dredged up a spark of hope: perhaps

his resourceful colleague might find a way to take the

words beyond mere bluster.

“Original tin can brain,” said Milon. “Tell me,

how did you get into this line of work?” Grimmett

sagged against his bonds, despondent.

The original tin can brain snorted, a disgusting

noise for an electronic creature to make. “Not that

old chestnut?” It dragged itself over to poke its

antennae in Milon’s face. “Well, you are my guests.

I should play along – it’s only polite when I’m about

to destroy your universe!” It laughed, and the piti-

lessness of it made Grimmett’s stomach churn. There

really wasn’t any hope… but then, all of a sudden,

Milon swung into action!!!

Twisting his head with all his force, the assassin

slashed against the original tin can brain’s front with

the edge of his eyebrow, which was, as ever, lac-

quered to a point an inch beyond the edge of his

head.

Grimmett held his breath in anticipation as sparks

flew up and around the combatants, dazzling him and

obliterating the view! When his vision returned, he

saw, to his infinite despair, that there had been no

effect on the tin can brain’s body whatsoever.

“Damn!” said Milon, shaking his head, less force-

fully this time.

“Ha ha!” laughed the original. “Thought you’d get

me then, eh? With your razor sharp eyebrows? Tough

luck, Milon, that was your last chance.”

“I don’t believe it,” said the assassin in disgust.

“My final, secret weapon. All these years of having

such ridiculous eyebrows, and for what? Nothing.”

The original tin can brain rumbled with pleasure.

“I too planned ahead, Milon, and took care to spe-

cially reinforce my metal body. I knew you would try

the eyebrows.”

“How could you?” said Milon. “I never told…”

He was quiet for a second, his brow furrowed, before

he spoke again. “Oh, forget it.”

The original brain rolled off elsewhere to oversee

the progress of the dark matter destroyer toward its

new destination. Grimmett wondered whose fate it

was to die next, if not Earth’s. Then he remembered

what Milon had said to the original tin can.

“What did you mean by that?” asked Grimmett,

when it seemed to be out of hearing range, but Milon

had obviously decided to say nothing. Grimmett took

the hint and shut up.

The journey seemed to take days, but it must only

have been hours, Milon and Grimmett held there on

the bridge like idiots, their knees and shins bleeding

through the scraps of their trousers, forced to watch

as their hated enemies proceeded to victory without

a care in the world. Every so often Tortoisio would

leave the bridge, presumably to have a nap, or get a
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bite to eat, but he always made sure he was back in

time for the ritualistic taunting of the captive Ibis

agents, and the insane bouts of piercing electronic

cackling that broke out every forty minutes or so.

Eventually they arrived, although it was not

immediately clear where. “Right,” said the original

tin can brain, “here we are.”

“What is the target, sir?” asked Tortoisio, as

meekly as he could. “There’s nothing here.”

The tin can brains all looked to their leader.

The original tin can looked around with his optical

unit, then laughed. “Ha ha! You’ve finally caught me

out, after all these millennia!”

“What do you mean?” demanded one of the tin

can brains. The others shrieked in agreement.

“You’ve really caught me out. I’m in the soup

now! I don’t really want to destroy anything. I’m

actually a secret agent of Ibis, planted in your organ-

isation to destroy you all.”

“You will never succeed!” shouted Tortoisio,

leaping forward, as all about the bridge the tin can

brains reluctantly raised their weapons to fire upon

their leader.

“Shut up,” said the original tin can brain, lashing

out again with an antenna, which caught Tortoisio in

the stomach and left him sprawled on the floor,

winded. “I will succeed.” And at that, he flicked a

switch on his body, a unobtrusive and seemingly

insignificant switch, which no tin can technician still

living had ever thought to question, and disabled vir-

tually every power source on the ship, other than his

own. Why do you think he had kept such an old and

decrepit body, when everyone else was zipping about

in sexy new high speed models?

Every tin can brain and murder-droid on the ship

slumped to the ground. The brains would continue to

live, but only for a matter of minutes, trapped in their

metal shells. The forces that held it together decom-

missioned, the dark star destroyer would soon begin

to drift harmlessly apart, and the original tin can

brain had made quite sure it would do so in a

decently empty part of space.

“Wow,” said Milon. “That’s pretty cool. Who are

you?”

“It’s me, Milon,” said the original tin can brain.

“Nanotus the Giant! Although I can see why you

can’t recognise me. I did it, Milon, I saved the uni-

verse!”

“So that’s how he knew about the eyebrows,” said

Grimmett. Milon nodded. The detective turned to

Tortoisio, who was just getting up from the floor. “So

it must have been the same for you, Professor Quigg?
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You crafty old dog! I should have known you would-

n’t have sided with these metal morons!”

Tortoisio looked at the detective for a moment, a

million thoughts running through his mind as he

weighed up the options. Would it be worth pretend-

ing that he had merely pretended to join the tin can

brains? Would he be able to convince Mrs

Challenger of that? After all, he had what he wanted

– eternal life, or near enough. What did he have to

gain by pursuing a life of crime?

But in the end, he did not have the choice.

Grimmett had looked into the tortured eyes of a thou-

sand criminals, and he knew, almost immediately,

that Quigg had truly turned evil. “Wait, you did side

with them, didn’t you?”

Tortoisio scowled and ran out of the room, unfor-

tunately managing to make good his escape, despite

the efforts of Milon and Grimmett. He knew the

ways of the dark matter destroyer too well, and

seeing as Nanotus could not very well help in the

search, they soon had to give up and return to the

bridge.

“Don’t worry,” said Nanotus. “There’s nowhere

for him to go. In a matter of hours this ship will have

broken into a million drifting pieces. There’s nothing

he can do to prevent that, nothing he can do to escape

it.”

“And what about us?” asked Milon.

Nanotus laughed again, although luckily this time

he didn’t rupture any rivets. He reached into one of

the many compartments in his bizarre body.

“We owe this to Professor Quigg, who, after steal-

ing it from you back on the planet of the tin can

brains, was good enough to pass it to me upon

joining our team,” he said to them, pulling out the

dimensional opener. “Good thing it was me, and it’s

all thanks to you Milon – your plan worked. You

knew there was only one way that this could possibly

work out, only one way in which the universe could

be saved, and that it was for a friend to be waiting for

you here on the bridge. What’s more, you knew that

for a friend to be waiting here, for a friend to have the

power to save the universe, that friend would have to

be the one in control of the situation.” A few

moments passed, silent but for the clanking of his

internal machinery. “And you knew that that friend

would have had to have been responsible for every-

thing the tin can brains have done over the last few

thousand years, for every murder, every outrage,

every conquest, every death.”

Milon was sad, but happy. “I’m sorry, Nanotus. I

would have done anything I could have to have taken

your place.”

“That’s the problem,” said Nanotus. “You would

have. And you would have enjoyed it too much. By

this time, you would have been as truly evil as any

tin can brain – you don’t have the self-control neces-

sary for something like this.”

“But you did?” said Grimmett, surprised. “The

first time I met you, you had just been chasing Milon

across the galaxy in a murderous rage.”

“That’s right,” said Nanotus. “But the last time

you met me, I was in a fight with the void-wraiths, if

you remember?” Grimmett nodded. “And after that

fight, I lived with them for many years; I achieved an

incredible level of spiritual enlightenment; without

which, this mission would have been an impossibil-

ity.”

“So I suppose,” said Milon, “you wouldn’t want

Mrs Challenger to assign you the mission until

you’re ready for it.”

“It could be a few years down the line. She’ll

know when it’s the right time – that’s her job, and

she’s very, very good at it. The plan worked, after all!

Plus, she needs a chance to find some time travel

technology.”

“Of course,” said Milon. “I doubt if she’d be

allowed to use Zangpan’s World for a mission like

this…”

Nanotus then activated the dimensional opener

and the three of them skated back to Earth, and Mrs

Challenger’s house. Every so often, though, Milon

and Grimmett had to wait for Nanotus to catch up,

despite the bleeding of their legs.

46 Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction 2004/3



So that was just about it for the adventure of the tin

can brains. Grimmett was overjoyed to get back to

London. He had enjoyed his big space adventure, but

from now on he expected to stick to his usual patch.

“That’s quite all right,” said Mrs Challenger, when

he brought it up with her. “That’s why we have

Milon on the team!”

Whenever there was a big adventure of this type,

Mrs Challenger always loved to wrap things up with

a big dinner party, and this time was no exception,

even if the guest of honour hadn’t eaten for so many

thousands of years that he had forgotten what he used

to enjoy about it! They had a big surprise for him,

though, so he would not leave the party unhappy.

Mrs Challenger was slightly sad about one thing:

that she could not include Rolnikov, the mad knight

of Uttar Pradesh, and Pelney, his faithful squire, in

the celebration, seeing as they had played such a

huge part in saving the universe. Melrune was just

too far away from Earth for it to be worth the trouble.

Nevertheless, she sent a message by way of the orbit-

ing princess to let them know that everything had

worked out so well. The princess had said she would

let Rolnikov know over dinner. 

Despite the absences, there were plenty of people

at the table. To begin with, of course, there was Mrs

Challenger herself, who had worked up quite an

appetite waiting for her agents to return. Beside her

sat Milon the Assassin, who had been dying for a

good square meal ever since he arrived on the planet

of the tin can brains. On her other side was Detective

Jim Grimmett, who tucked into the meal so heartily

that Mrs Challenger had to reprimand him for his

manners. Beside him sat the sad-faced Mrs Quigg,

and though Mrs Challenger had made an effort to

provide comfort, the news of her husband’s madness

and ghastly transformation had done much to rattle

her already shaky foundations. At the other side of

the table, the bay doors had been thrown wide open,

so that the original tin can brain, his bulky form

causing havoc on the Challengers’ back lawn, could

squeeze his head unit inside.

Oddly enough, Nanotus the Giant, the un-tinned

original version, was there too. He had finally

managed to make his way out of the travelling

dimension, to be reunited with his friends and col-

leagues. It could have been quite awkward, what

with everyone else knowing he was shortly destined

to wage war on the universe, even if it was in a good

cause. For the time being, it had been agreed by

Grimmett, Milon, Mrs Challenger and the original

tin can brain that he should be left in the dark as to

his fate. As far as the original tin can brain could

remember, he still had years of gradual self-enlight-

enment to go. Once that had been achieved, Mrs

Challenger would approach him, quietly, with the

offer of the crucial mission.

But that was for the future. For now, as far as

Nanotus was concerned, the original tin can brain

was just another Ibis agent, whose name no one hap-

pened to mention. That afternoon, they all ate a deli-

cious meal, principally of roast beef and potatoes,

although there were many, many side dishes, provid-

ing a myriad of mouth-watering choices to each of

those sitting at the table, as they savoured the after-

taste of a job well done.

After allowing herself to enjoy the general chit-

chat for a while, Mrs Challenger decided it was time

to perform one of the many irksome duties imposed

upon her by her position as head of Ibis. It might

have been rude to bring up such a matter over dinner,

but then she knew that, given half a chance, Milon

would be out of the door and on his way to entirely

unregulated adventures before the dinner plates had

even been cleaned!

“So,” she said to the assassin at her side, “what are

your plans?”

Milon thought carefully about his answer – if it

looked like he had nothing to do, he would end up

having to perform some irritating, undemanding task

that could be handled by any old Ibis agent. Better to

get himself out of the way, and wait for something

really juicy to turn up on his plate.

“I think I should go and see if my electric buddy,

Zaaldoon the Robotoface, managed to survive the

destruction of the planet we were stranded on.”

“I’m really sorry about that, by the way,” inter-

jected the original tin can brain.

“It can’t be helped,” reassured Mrs Challenger,

patting one of his antennae. “You were only doing

your job.”

“Still,” he said, “if there’s anything I can do to

help…”

“That’s very good of you,” said Milon. “I thought

Dinner with Mrs Challenger
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I’d search through the planetoids left by the break-up

of the planet. It might take a while, and I know he

was an annoying little git sometimes…” Mrs

Challenger and Nanotus the Giant raised their eye-

brows in unison. “Okay, I know he actually did a fair

bit of damage, but that was just bad programming,

and he did save our necks over and over during this

mission.”

“That’s true,” said Grimmett, speaking with some

difficulty past a mouthful of brussels sprouts. “He

did.”

“I feel terrible about the whole thing,” said the

original tin can brain. “But there was no other way to

prevent the other tin can brains, not to mention that

little rat Tortoisio, from revolting. I had to destroy at

least one planet, otherwise they would never have let

me drive off into the middle of nowhere. Still, I wish

there was something I could do: I doubt I’m really

mobile enough nowadays to help you in your

search…”

“Well, actually…” began Mrs Challenger. “There

might be something we can do to help. All of Ibis

owes you for your efforts in this mission – the whole

universe owes you! – and after discussing your case

with two of my friends, the engineers Klothe and

Melenkius, we think we might be able to transfer you

into my husband’s old spaceship, The Rocket. We

would have to refit it somewhat, and reinstall the

galactic-level engines, but in a couple of weeks you

would be able to fly anywhere in the universe!”

“What a marvellous idea!” exclaimed the original

tin can. His excitement was such that it took quite an

effort not to begin the electronic keening which had

so grated on the ears of Milon and Grimmett. “And

then I could take Milon to search for his little

friend!”

“Now everyone’s happy!” said Grimmett. “Is

there anything for dessert?”

“Well!” said Mrs Challenger. “Haven’t you had

enough yet, detective? You’ve eaten enough for a

team of horses!”

Suddenly there was a heavy-fisted knock at the

door, and a voice bellowed, like an elephant caught

by a blunderbuss, “Will somebody damn well let me

into my own home!”

Mrs Challenger had taken the precaution of

locking the dining room door, thinking of the poten-

tial embarrassment should a visitor unexpectedly

barge in on their little group – a robot, a giant, a man

with the most peculiar eyebrows on Earth, not to

mention the wives of two prominent academicians

and a detective from Scotland Yard! Questions might

well have been asked in Parliament!

“Who could it be?” asked Milon the Assassin.

“I think I know,” said Mrs Quigg, pulling a shawl

over her shoulders.

“It is!” said Mrs Challenger, throwing the door

open. “It’s George!”

“Hullo, there! What’s this?” said Professor

Challenger, striding in and looking at the assembled

heroes and heroines with a pair of mad eyes. “Would

someone be kind enough to explain what the devil is

going on here? And did I hear something about

someone giving my spaceship away?”

Mrs Challenger smiled sweetly. “Later, darling!

First, tell me about your day.”
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This is the fourth issue of this marvellous magazine,

and I have yet to meet a single person who has dis-

liked it. That I have yet to meet a single person who

has read it is entirely beside the point – the potential

is there!

As mentioned in previous editorials, this is our

first non-reprint issue, and so you may be surprised

by what is on offer. Did you think our writers had

stagnated during the long hibernation of the super

S.A.B.? More fool you! They are back and firing on

all the cylinders they have! Would that they had

more, but beggars cannot be choosers, and since I

prefer to remain a chooser I chose the stories within,

rather than submitting to the humiliation of begging

real writers to submit something worthwhile!

I joke, but it is at my own expense – it costs me

nothing save dignity, and that is a reasonable price

for the entertainment of my readers – since the

second story to feature in this issue is my own tale of

the Terrible Trio, a set of youthful adventurers whose

exuberance, inventiveness and refusal to give up take

them from one exciting incident to the next as if they

were careering through a child’s waking dreams.

Originally intended as an early instalment in a biog-

raphy of the great hero Rolnikov, Mad Knight of

Uttar Pradesh, these tales overspill with such inno-

cent vim and vigour that the rest of his life may well

have to wait its turn. Readers are allowed their own

opinions, of course, but remember whose name

stands guard at the front of the magazine, all too

ready to bar entry to those looking to make trouble

for my creations! All are welcome within, but doff

your hats and scrape your forelocks on the floor.

Our first story is something of a bizarre experi-

ment by Howard Phillips, a man slowly feeling his

way back to the light. Some may find its unusual

style off-putting, but try to make some allowance for

the poor man’s state of mind. Once a promising

young poet, he has spent more than one year since in

the embrace of old father booze, and the stink has not

yet faded. With this publication we hope to give him

a little encouragement, and if you do not feel he has

earned it, remember the times when good turns were

done for you, and take pity on a man who can get so

much from so little.

Lots of love,

the Editor!

Editorial
Stephen William Theaker
Editor and marvel
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Ravitraj, a young man, is running through the woods,

pursued by a relentless enemy – The Snake, although

we don’t see his face yet; just his feet – he isn’t even

running. Ravitraj is panicky, terrified, and he doesn’t

think he has a chance of escaping. At the same time,

he can’t believe this is happening.

He’s running and running, stumbling here and

there, looking behind him, then looking ahead des-

perately for a way out, but the landscape is just more

of the same. If anything, he’s getting deeper into the

woods.

There is another shot of the pursuer, then Ravitraj

stumbles and falls to the ground. The Snake catches

up, stands on the edge of the clearing. Ravitraj turns

to face him, and tries to scramble away; he backs into

the legs of another man – Mohander.

Mohander says (off screen, except for legs, speak-

ing in a friendly, patrician voice), “Hello.”

Ravitraj turns around, grasping Mohander’s legs

desperately. He thinks he’s found someone who can

help him.

Ravitraj says (getting to his feet, hasn’t yet see

Mohander’s face), “Thank God, please, you’ve got to

help me – he’s been chasing me through the

woods…”

He tails off as he sees Mohander’s face, the

camera pans towards it so we can see. While he

wears a normal Indian suit, his face is covered by a

strange occult tattoo.

Mohander says (patting Ravitraj on the shoulder),

“It’s all right. We’re all friends here!” (laughs)

Although we still don’t see his face, The Snake

steps up behind Ravitraj and grasps his upper arms.

The signs of relief that had appeared on Ravitraj’s

face disappear, replaced by utter terror.

Ravitraj says (struggling in vain against The

Snake’s steel grip), “What is this? Who are you

people? I don’t even know who you are!”

Mohander says, “It is obvious that you don’t.”

(Close up on him) “Because if you did, you would be

much more frightened…”

Close on Ravitraj, who doesn’t look like he could

possibly be any more frightened than he already is.

Fade to titles.

The scene changes.

Amardevita in her house. She’s bustling around,

making a drink and putting a few biscuits on a tray –

a typical domestic scene. Once she’s ready, she takes

the tray and goes out of the room – the camera

follows her. She goes through the living room and on

to another room with a padlocked door. She puts the

tray down, unlocks the padlock, opens the door,

picks up the tray again and goes inside. The camera

is inside waiting for her, so we are looking at her face

when she says:

Amardevita says, “Would you both like some

tea?”

The camera pans around to show The Snake

sitting malevolently in an armchair, and Ravitraj

gagged and bound hand and foot on the floor. The

room is just a normal lovely living room. The Snake

nods, stands up and takes the tray from her.

Amardevita says, “Will he be staying long?”

Snake shakes his head. He points to the calendar.

Tonight is a full moon. Ravitraj starts to scream,

although it’s muffled by the gag. The Snake gets up

reluctantly and starts to kick him until he shuts up.

Amardevita says, “Not a very friendly boy, is he?”

Snake shrugs sadly and shakes his head.

The scene changes.

Location could be a pub inside or outside, or

failing that, someone’s living room. Characters

present: Savita, Veronica, Jason, Samantha, anyone

else we can round up, possibly me (Bill). At the
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beginning people are just chatting as you would in a

pub. Savita looks at her watch and frowns.

Savita says, “Ravitraj was meant to be here by

now.”

Jason says, “He must have been too busy.”

Savita says, “He’s usually one of my more reliable

friends, though.”

Veronica says, “And he’s got a mobile, so he could

have rung the pub or something.”

Savita says, “It isn’t that important, really. I just

haven’t seen him for a few days now.”

Veronica says, “Me neither.”

Bill says, “Most likely he just couldn’t be both-

ered.”

There’s a lull in the conversation while everyone

sips their beers and tries to think of something daz-

zling to say. Samantha hasn’t seen Savita for a while,

so she wants to catch up a bit.

Samantha says, “So Savita, do you still see

Cornelius Gilligan at all?”

Savita says (laughing semi-bitterly), “Oh, don’t

talk to me about him!”

Jason says, “Why’s that? You seemed to be really

close back at university?”

Savita says, “Yeah, we got pretty close, close

enough for me to find out what an asshole he was!”

Samantha says, “So you dumped him?”

Savita says, “Yeah…” (She takes another gulp of

her drink.) “Well, we were never really going out, but

we used to hang around together a lot. Most of the

time he was just too full of himself. He thought he

was something really special, and that it was only a

matter of time before everyone else noticed. The rest

of the time he spent depressed over the fact that he

was just ordinary like the rest of us. Anyway, he went

off to Brighton to live the bohemian lifestyle, I came

here to Birmingham, and we haven’t seen each other

since.”

The scene changes.

Mohander’s front room. It’s dark, night. Snake is

still in the chair. Ravitraj is still on the ground,

although following the kicks he received he’s now

facing away from Snake. He slowly starts to take his

mobile phone from his jacket. Struggling all the way,

he manages to get it out. He thinks for a moment, His

eyes staring into the darkness. There’s no time to

dial; the beeps would give him away; he has to

speeddial, and hope someone hears and answers

before Snake gets to him. He presses one of the

numbers. It speeddials a number. The Snake hears

the noise and twists his head towards it.

Cut to: Savita’s home. She’s there talking to a

friend – Veronica. The phone rings. She puts it on

speakerphone.

Veronica says, “Hey, that’s cool!”

Savita says (laughing), “Hello, who’s there?”

Cut back to: Mohander’s front room.

As the Snake gets up, Ravitraj tries desperately to

say something into the phone, but it is too muffled.

Cut back to Savita’s home:

From the phone is just coming a load of muffled

grunts. The two women look at each other and

grimace.

Savita says, “Well, that’s made my evening!”

Veronica says, “That is exactly why you bought a

speakerphone…”

Savita says, “Yeah, so I could share my perverts

with my friends.”

She hangs up.

Veronica says, “I think we should look at it as a

bonding experience…”

Savita says, “Sounded more like a bondage expe-

rience to me!”

Veronica says, “Oh that’s a bad one, Savita.”

Cut back to Mohander’s front room:

Ravitraj is deperately holding the phone, the real-

isation that they have hung up on him, that he has

lost his last chance at getting away, proving almost

too much. Snake casually swats the back of his head,

knocking him unconscious, then picks up the phone.

He presses redial, and raises the phone to his head.

Cut to Savita’s room:

The two women are sitting on the sofa, watching

TV, and the phone rings again. Savita winces.

Veronica says, “It’s okay, I’ll get it.”

Veronica gets up, Savita watches her go to the

phone. Veronica picks up the phone, not bothering to

put it on speakerphone (which they had just been

using as a novelty anyway).

Veronica says, “Hello?”

She pauses, listening to the person on the other

end of the line. She begins to smile, visibly charmed.

Veronica says, “Yes.”

Savita is frowning.

Savita says, “Who is it?”

Veronica shushes her, waves her away.

Veronica says, “That’s right, yes.”

Savita holds her hands up in frustration and goes

back to watching TV.

Savita says, “If she wants to talk to perverts…”

Veronica says (grinning widely, one might say she

looks like she’s in love), “My name’s Veronica…

Veronica Holden, seeing as you asked so nicely!”

Savita is completely amazed.

Savita says, “What are you doing? That could be

anyone!”
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Veronica says (putting her hand over the mouth-

piece), “Sshhh! He’s lovely!”

Savita says, “Have you gone mad? That’s proba-

bly the pervert who just rang!!”

Veronica says (ignoring Savita, entranced by the

voice on the phone), “Birmingham, what about

you?”

Savita says, “That’s enough!”

She pushes Veronica to the side, grabs the phone

off her, and slams it down. The she turns angrily and

virtually shakes Veronica.

Savita says, “What’s got into you? That could

have been anyone…”

She trails off – Veronica hardly seems to be

hearing her – she seems dazed – as if she’s about to

fall over.

Savita says, “Are you all right?”

Veronica says (letting Savita sit her back on the

sofa), “I think so; I just feel a bit dizzy. There was a

voice on the phone…”

Savita says, “You gave him your name… you

were about to give him your address.”

Veronica says, “Was I? I don’t remember… There

was a voice; I don’t remember what it said… It was

lovely; no one ever spoke to me that way before…”

Savita says, “And you can’t remember what it

said? This is too strange…”

She goes over to the phone and dials 1–4–7–1.

Veronica is watching; she’s obviously still shaken.

Savita notes a number down on a piece of paper. She

puts the phone down and passes the number to

Veronica.

Savita says, “It looks like a mobile number. Do

you recognise it?”

Veronica thinks for a minute.

Veronica says, “Isn’t it Ravitraj’s number? I think

it is.”

Savita takes another look at it, then flicks through

her address book.

Savita says, “I think you’re right. Was it Ravitraj

on the phone?”

Veronica says, “No, it definitely wasn’t. I don’t

know who it was.”

Savita tries to ring the number, but the line is

unavailable. Savita and Veronica look at each other

and shrug; weird things happen every day; then both

settle back down on the sofa.

Veronica says, (she looks at her watch) “When is

Captain Mutant on?”

Cut to: Mohander’s front room. Ravitraj is still

unconscious. The phone is switched off. Snake is

looking through a phone directory…

The scene changes.

In the street. Savita and Veronica walking along,

chatting. They are approaching camera, and are

walking past Katherine, who is walking away from

the camera. As they walk past her, Katherine stops

and turns, becoming the focus of the shot. As the two

women walk away, she stares at them for a moment,

thinking hard. Veronica turns to make eye contact;

but Veronica’s eyes seem dead, almost as if they are

not her own. Katherine then gathers her coat around

her with a shudder and hurries off.

The scene changes.

Katherine at home. Spread out around her on a

desk are the paraphernalia of a mystic, runes, astro-

logical charts, etc. Ideally, also a big pile of pizza

boxes. As we watch, she casts a handful of runes, and

is obviously not pleased with the result.

Katherine says, “There’s not enough time… not

enough time…”

She goes to a desk and takes out a map of the UK.

She holds above it a plumbline; it swings over

Birmingham, and then moves to Brighton, then

moves back and forth between them. She puts it

down. Thinks. Picks up her phone book and goes to

G. She’s about to dial when there’s a knock at the

door. Thinking nothing of it – they couldn’t have

tracked her down already – she goes to answer it. She

opens the door. The Snake stands there. He smiles

and nods…

The scene changes.

Mohander’s living room. Our villain sits on his

favourite sofa, in his favourite spot, watching the

news. Amardevita comes in, and starts to berate him.

Amardevita says, “How long are they staying?”

Mohander says (impervious), “They’ll go, soon.

Soon.”

Amardevita says, “I hope so – you invite guests;

but who has to make food for them, drinks, eh? And

I don’t like that Snake boy… And today I had to look

after this man when Snake went out on one of your

silly missions…”

Mohander nods and waves her arguments down.

Slowly he gets to his feet and goes to the front room,

where the Snake still sits in his armchair and Ravitraj

is still bound and gagged. Outside children are

playing.

Mohander says, “Is everything all right?”

Snake nods.

Mohander says, “The psychic – did you kill her?”

The Snake smiles and nods.

Mohander says, “Good. She could have been a

problem. What about the girl?”

Snake shrugs.

Mohander says, “Well make sure. We can’t afford
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any interference. I want that done before tonight’s

sacrifice.”

The Snake nods affirmatively and looks at his

watch.

Mohander says, “Good, good. You want olu

prunti? No? You go then. I’ll watch our guest.”

With obvious eagerness, the Snake uncoils from

the armchair and leaves the room. Mohander takes

his place and watches Ravitraj.

The scene changes.

Detective Grimmett is at home, playing a variety

of Bust-a-Move on an Xbox. His phone starts to ring;

he leaves it a minute, then sighs, pauses the game and

answer it. He listens for a moment.

Detective Grimmett says, “Is that all? Someone

not answering the door. Come on, I’m rushed off my

feet these days. I stayed at home today to avoid this

kind of piddling call…”

He listens again.

Detective Grimmett says, “What am I doing?

Important background research, that’s what.

Collating evidence. Something big is going to blow

and I want to be ready…”

He listens again.

Detective Grimmett says, “Well, if you put it that

way, yes I do still want my job. I’ll finish up here,

then go round there right away. But I want you to

know that this kind of tyrannical behaviour allows no

room at all for inspiration!”

He puts the phone down and unpauses the game;

plays for a minute, then loses. He looks at the final

score, picks up the phone and dials the score/number.

It rings, then is answered.

Detective Grimmett says, “That you, Cracker

Smith? Detective Grimmett here. Look, we know

you did that job last night … Yeah, that’s right, so be

a good little crook and present yourself to your

nearest station, would you? … Good lad.”

The scene changes.

Inside Katherine’s room. Looking at her table; it

still has the astrological tables, runes and the map of

the UK laid out on it. There’s no sign of her (she’s on

the floor behind the camera). There is a knock on the

door. Then another, more urgently.

The Pizza Boy says (offscreen – behind the door),

“I know something’s wrong; she always answers

right away; half the time before I even knock… I

don’t know how she does it. She orders a pizza every

day for lunch.”

Detective Grimmett (off-screen, behind the door),

“Okay; stand back.”

The door bursts open and Detective Grimmett

comes in, followed at a distance by the pizza boy.

Detective Grimmett says, “Looks okay to me…

No sign of breaking and entry… No signs of a dis-

turbance.”

He moves further into the room, and sees her body

behind the table.

Detective Grimmett says (pointing behind the

camera), “Look, there she is. Looks like she choked

on something.”

The camera pans around to show Katherine’s

body. Her clothes are covered from top to bottom in

blood. It is clear that she has not choked on some-

thing. Painted in blood across her face is a sigil. This

is what stops them from seeing the true picture.

Detective Grimmett goes over and puts a finger on

her throat, getting his hands covered in blood.

Detective Grimmett says, “She’s dead, all right.

I’ll call an ambulance for the body. And I suppose I

should call this in as death by natural causes.”

Frowning, he strokes his chin with a blood-

covered hand, and then wipes his brow with the

other, smearing blood across his face.

Detective Grimmett says, “But I can’t help feeling

there’s something I’m missing…”

The scene changes.

Veronica at home. She seems disturbed. She’s

sitting on the sofa, tossing and turning. (Possibly
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close up on one eye and solarize?) There is a knock

at the door. She goes to answer it. It is the Snake. He

smiles and nods. She lets him in.

The scene changes.

A hillside. A tree. Ravitraj tied to a tree. Mohander

stands there. On one side is the Snake, holding an

axe. On the other is a masked woman – it is Veronica

in disguise, although we don’t know that yet.

Mohander says, “I am very sorry about this, young

man.”

He waves for Snake to pass him the axe. He takes

it, holds it up against the sky, then brings it down

heavily against Ravitraj. Blood splashes up across

his face and suit. He takes a few more swings. Then

he passes the axe back to Snake, who wipes it down

with a towel. He puts the axe back in a bag, then

offers the towel to Mohander.

Mohander says, “I’m not finished. Give me your

knife.”

Snake passes him a knife, and Mohander bends

down over the body of Ravitraj, slicing and cutting

away until Ravitraj’s innards lie exposed to the sun.

Mohander looks at them intently, holds some intes-

tine up to the sun for a better view, then gets up,

nodding to himself. Snake offers him the towel

again.

Mohander says, “Give me a clean one!”

Snake gives him a clean towel from his bag, and

looks quizzically at Mohander.

Mohander says, “The omens are very, very bad…

Just the way I like them! Ha ha ha!”

(Keep him laughing as long as possible, then fade

to black.)

The scene changes.

Savita’s bedroom. Morning. A bright new day

beginning. She’s fast asleep. Someone is ringing the

doorbell. She makes a weary effort to get up and

answer it. She’s living in a flat. When she gets to the

door, the paper has been delivered; she looks at the

headline as she opens the door: “LOCAL PSYCHIC

DIES AT HOME She Didn’t See the Pepperoni

Coming”. Savita looks at it with interest though

without particular horror since she didn’t know

Katherine, then notices the photo, and recognises the

woman from the street. She frowns and opens the

door. It is Detective Grimmett with bad news.

Savita says, “Hello?”

Detective Grimmett says, “Good morning. I’m

Detective Grimmett; could I come in for a moment,

please?”

The scene changes.

Savita at the morgue, accompanied by Detective

Grimmett.

Savita says, “I can’t believe it. He was like a

brother to me; he never seemed unhealthy; I can’t

understand how he could have had a heart attack…”

Detective Grimmett says, “It can happen to

anyone, I suppose. Like I said, they just found him

slumped against a tree in the park; no signs of foul

play; it must have happened suddenly.

Savita says, “It’s funny though, no one had seen

him for days, but you say he only died last night?”

Detective Grimmett says, “Mmm, that’s right. I’d

better look into that, see if anyone had seen him

going in or out of his flat during the last few days.

Just to tie up the loose ends.”

He makes a note in his pad.

Detective Grimmett says, “Are you ready to iden-

tify the body?”

Savita says, “Yes, I think so.”

Detective Grimmett holds the door open for her

and she steps through. Ravitraj is laid out on a slab.

He is absolutely drenched in blood. He looks terrible.

He has the same sigil drawn in blood on his face that

was on Katherine’s face. Savita looks at the body in

shock and horror.

Savita says, “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

Detective Grimmett says (genuinely worried

because her upset is obvious), “Sorry, what’s
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wrong?”

Savita rushes forward to the body.

Savita says, “Do you call this natural causes?”

Detective Grimmett says (coming forward to look

more closely – he thinks that she must have spotted

something), “What? Can you see something?”

Savita says, “What do you mean? Look at all the

blood! Look at the blood! He’s been ripped to

pieces!!”

Detective Grimmett takes a step away, then checks

himself, realising that this is very traumatic for her,

and that such an outburst is not that remarkable in the

circumstances.

Detective Grimmett says, “There’s no blood,

miss… do you want to sit down outside? Have a cup

of tea or something?”

Savita puts her hand in the blood, and holds it up

to Detective Grimmett’s face.

Savita says (utterly astonished), “Can’t you see

it?”

Detective Grimmett says, “Sorry, I can’t.”

Because Detective Grimmett seems so sincere and

concerned, Savita starts to doubt herself; maybe it is

the shock of seeing a friend dead… she lets Detective

Grimmett lead her out of the room. Detective

Grimmett takes another look at the body as they

leave… there’s something he’s missing…

The scene changes.

Savita is back at home. She tries to ring Veronica,

but there is no answer.

Savita says, “Veronica, where are you when I need

you?”

She looks up Jason and Samantha’s number, and

phones them.

Savita says, “Do you want to meet me for a drink?

Thanks…”

She puts the phone down; goes off to get ready.

The scene changes.

Savita at the pub with Samantha and Jason. In the

background we can see the Snake, drinking a Gin

and Tonic. Savita doesn’t recognise him – why

would she; she hasn’t met him – but we do, although

the camerawork doesn’t make a song and dance

about the fact that he is there. There’s a woman

sitting opposite him with her back to us (Evil

Veronica), but they aren’t interacting at all. Savita

has obviously just finished telling her friends about

Ravitraj.

Samantha says, “I don’t know what to say,

Savita.”

Jason says, “Yeah, we didn’t really know Ravitraj,

but for him to die so suddenly… What do you think

happened?”

Savita says, “I don’t know… maybe he’d been on

a bender or something, and his body just couldn’t

take it…”

Samantha says, “And you really freaked out at the

morgue?”

Savita says, “I don’t know what happened… it just

seemed like there was blood everywhere, but the cop

couldn’t see it. Anyway, look, I’ve got to get to the

gallery; thanks for listening.”

Jason says, “Are you sure you’ll be okay? We’ve

got to go back to London today.”

Savita says, “Yeah… I’ll give you a ring.”

Samantha says, “You can always pop down for a

day or two if you need to rest.”

Savita says, “Thanks, guys. See you later.”

Savita gets up and goes off. As Samantha and

Jason talk quietly about what Savita said, the Snake

watches Savita leave. Evil Veronica gets up and

follows Savita. The Snake then examines Jason and

Samantha.

The scene changes.

Much later in the day, Savita gets home. She

unlocks the door and lets herself in. The camera

doesn’t follow. A few moments later we see Evil

Veronica arrive. She looks at the house; looks at the

windows, looking for a means of attack. There’s an

artist’s doll in one window. That’s it. She walks up to

the house, takes a piece of paper from her pocket and

sticks the paper to the door – it bears a strange sigil.

She walks away unhurriedly.

The scene changes.

Savita walks over to her bed, going past the
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window in which the artist’s doll stands. She gets

into bed, pulls the covers over her, and is soon

asleep.

The artist’s doll begins to move. At first gingerly

testing its new ability, it then stretches out its feet to

push itself off the pedestal it is attached to by a spike.

The spike comes free from the pedestal, and the doll

falls to the floor. It begins to drag itself across the

ground, and climbs up onto her bedside table. It

stands up, looks at her to make sure she is still sleep-

ing, then turns to Savita’s electronic alarm clock. It

rips out the power lead and wraps the wire around its

body. It then climbs up onto the bed, uncoils the

wire, and prepares to press the bare wires against

Savita’s back. At the last possible moment, there is a

noise outside, and Savita stirs; she looks toward the

window, to where the doll normally stands by

Godzilla; sees the doll missing, and leaps up from the

bed in terror, sensing rather than knowing that the

doll is there beside her. She runs to the light and

switches it on; the doll has dropped lifeless onto the

bed, the bare wires beside it; Savita reaches out to

touch them in curiosity, then comes to her senses and

switches everything off at the plug socket. She runs

to the window and looks out, but sees no one.

Savita says (looking at the Godzilla toy that sits on

her dressing table), “What the hell is going on here?

There is no way I imagined that! And why the hell

am I asking Godzilla? This is going to take more than

nuclear-powered breath… I need help from someone

who knows about this kind of thing…”

She grabs a bag and begins to put enough clothes

in it for a weekend. She picks up Godzilla and puts

him in the bag.

Savita says (speaking to Godzilla, a very nervous

note in her voice), “Thanks for waking me up, little

fella. You keep up the good work!”

The scene changes.

Savita in her coat, bag ready; on the sofa, feet

pulled up; cooking knife in her hand; eyes darting

around the room. Every light in the room is on, and

the TV is on, showing BBC News 24. A clock is on

the table right in front of her. She’s waiting for it to

be time to go for the train to Brighton. In the mean-

time, she’s playing at Ripley waiting for the aliens…

Any wooden dolls come near her she’ll slice them

into matchsticks!

The scene changes.

Six o clock; she can go for the train. She gets up

and runs out of the house. On the way out she notices

the sigil stuck to her front door. She rips it off and

throws it on the floor. She starts to dash off, has

second thoughts, comes back, picks up the screwed-

up paper and tucks it into her bag – evidence!

The scene changes.

Savita on the train, looking moody.

The scene changes.

Savita arriving in Brighton. She looks around her

in the station.

Savita says, “This is stupid. As if he’ll be able to

help… As if he’ll even want to.”

But she shrugs, there’s no one else who would

even take her seriously. She sets off toward the exit

determinedly.

The scene changes.

Cornelius Gilligan’s flat. Gilligan asleep, looks

like an idyllic morning scene (it is about 9.00 am,

meaning Savita is on her way). Birds are singing (if

available) and the world is new. Then a woman, out

of shot – Dottie – begins to talk to him.

Dottie says, “Cornelius? Cornelius, wake up…”

Gilligan’s eyes stay determinedly shut. The

camera turns to show Dottie, who seems to have just

finished getting dressed. She shakes her head and

leans over to wake him up tenderly.

Dottie says, “Wake up, it’s morning!”

Gilligan says (without opening his eyes), “And

don’t I know it… If I had my way there’d be a lot

fewer mornings in the day.”

Dottie says (laughing), “Let me give you my

number, so you can call me sometime?”

Gilligan says (opens his eyes and lifts himself up

onto his elbows), “Dottie, last night was special…

let’s keep it special… but unique…”

Dottie stares at him.

Dottie says, “You arsehole.”

She stamps off toward the door to the room, gath-

ering her things as she goes.

Dottie says, “Well, it might have been special for

you, but I’ll tell you right now it was far from special

for me; I’ve had better times sitting on the corner of

a washing machine!”

She leaves the room.

Gilligan says (frowning), “Women don’t really do

that, surely?”

He picks up a calendar which shows that last night

was the full moon (not the same night as Ravitraj’s

sacrifice; the night after; remember that full moons

last for more than a single night; or at least they

always do in werewolf movies).

Gilligan says, “No, you’re wrong, Dottie. Last

night was very special…”

He gets out his first cigarette of the morning and

starts to smoke, leaning back against the wall and

thinking.

The scene changes.
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Savita is making her way through Brighton in the

morning (at about 10.00 am).

The scene changes.

Cornelius Gilligan alone in his room, round about

10.00 am. He’s had time to get properly dressed, but

he might not have done anyway. He’s doing some

research, with occult books spread out around him,

including but not only the Tibetan Book of the Dead,

the Souls of the Damned (a fictional grimoire) (or

photocopies of pages from it), a map of England with

ley lines drawn across it. Eventually and somewhat

sadly he begins to write a letter:

“Dear Savita, Go to…”

(This is the letter that Savita will later find stowed

among the CDs in her house – although Gilligan will

profess ignorance when Savita arrives at his house,

when she finds the letter the viewer might realise that

Gilligan was expecting this; creating a nice sense of

tragedy when thinking back over the film…)

The scene changes.

Outside Cornelius Gilligan’s house. Savita arrives,

pauses, looks around as if looking for another option,

then resolves to go in. She hitches her bag up on her

shoulder and strides forward. She’s about to knock,

when Cornelius Gilligan opens the door to her. This

immediately infuriates Savita.

Savita says, “How do you do that?”

Gilligan says, “Last night I kind of had a psychic

boost; you know what I mean…”

Savita says (wincing), “More likely you just

always sit by the window in your pants watching the

girls go by… You going to let me in?”

Gilligan says, “I don’t know, Savita; I was up most

of the night; not a lot left in the engine room right

now. But I suppose if there’s demand, I’ll do my best

to supply… But it’s been a long time; you never

called, you never wrote… I’ve been stuck in a mire

of one-night stands, casually explosive sex and

adorable women.” (becoming a little angry)

“Women, I might add, who have never kicked me in

the teeth and told me to fuck off out of their lives.”

Savita says, “Things weren’t working between us;

you knew that; and you weren’t treating me properly.

Anyway, it sounds like you’re very happy here.”

Gilligan says (relaxing again), “Oh the casual sex

is great, but we’re being honest, I have received the

occasional fuck-off…”

Savita says (pauses before speaking, starting to

smile despite herself; but still remembering that

things are very serious), “So!”

Gilligan says, “So! What are you here for?

Couldn’t keep away from my king-sized loving?”

Savita says, “Ha ha! Still the joker! No, I’m not

here about us – and I am definitely not here for sex.

I’m here because I need help. I’m in real trouble,

Gilligan.”

Gilligan says (frowning) What kind of trouble?”

Savita says, “One of my friends murdered kind of

trouble. Wooden dolls trying to kill me in the dark-

ness kind of trouble…”

Gilligan lights a cigarette, takes a studied breath of

it – remember he’s playing a role to perfection here –

he’s had time to work out how he’s going to act. He

tilts his head forward and looks at her.

Gilligan says, “Go on, say it…”

(Savita is more or less biting her lip; she knows

that he’s pushing her into a certain role, but at the

same time, she knows that by playing that role, she

gets him to play the role she needs him to)

Savita says, “Your kind of trouble…”

Gilligan says (taking command; becoming more

serious), “Come in, tell me about it.”

Savita says, “Only if you promise to put your

clothes on.”

Gilligan says, “You really think I’m some kind of

pervert, don’t you?”

Savita says, “I think you’re too many different

types of pervert to count, and they’re all struggling to

make their voices heard…”

The scene changes.

Inside Cornelius Gilligan’s place. The two of them

are at his desk – he discreetly tidies away the letter

he was writing her; she doesn’t notice, and neither

does the camera, particularly. Gilligan is dressed

now.

Gilligan says, “Happier now? Does my body make

you uncomfortable?”

Savita says, “Do you mean in the sense that it is

too bony when one is on top of it or in the sense that

it seems to be an affront against all that I, as an artist

and student of the human form, believe to be right

and proper?”

Gilligan says, “One snappy answer would have

been enough… two just spoils the effect. Do you

think we could go out and find somewhere else to

talk? I’ve got a real hangover and I could do with

getting some of that salty sea air.”

Savita says, “Are you taking me entirely seri-

ously?”

Gilligan says (stting down opposite her, sincere

now), “If you want the scary version: just from what

you’ve said already I can tell we’re dealing with bad

bad people. You could have been followed; I’d rather

keep on the move… just telling me stuff can create

ripples in the ether that could be traced.”

Savita looks down, obviously frightened. Gilligan
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gives her a friendly punch on the arm.

Gilligan says, “Anyway, I want to get some

doughnuts for breakfast!”

Savita smiles.

The scene changes.

Gilligan and Savita in some nice place in

Brighton, by the beach. Savita is eating doughnuts,

Gilligan is thinking hard and not eating any. Every so

often she offers him one but he doesn’t take it.

(Could this be like Ford Prefect and Arthur before

the Vogon destruction of Earth – maybe the dough-

nuts include an ingredient that acts as a psychic block

– or maybe he just thinks she needs the energy!)

Gilligan says, “So you saw the body and it was

covered in blood?”

Savita says, “Yeah, I put it down to shock, because

the cop didn’t see a thing, and I don’t think he was

trying to freak me out or anything. He seemed really

worried.

Gilligan says, “You saw blood all over Ravitraj’s

body, right?”

Savita nods.

Gilligan says, “Was that because of the wounds?”

Savita says (thinking for a moment), “No, I don’t

think it was. I mean, the wounds were bad enough,

like from an axe or something, but the blood was just

smeared everywhere.”

Gilligan says, “Now think carefully… were there

any pictures or symbols drawn in the blood?”

Savita says (thinking back – remember that cool as

she is, it was quite a traumatic incident for her – she’s

scratching at the back of her mind), “That’s right,

there was, I can’t describe it; I didn’t even think of it

till you said…”

Cornelius Gilligan sketches the invisible sigil on a

piece of paper.

Gilligan says, “Is that it?”

Savita nods.

Gilligan says, “Watch.”

Gilligan makes a small scratch on his finger and

smears blood across the sigil.

Gilligan says (pointing off to the side), “Hey, look,

free ice-creams!”

Savita looks, realised she’s been duped, then looks

back.

Savita says, “So where’s the paper?”

Gilligan is holding it in front of her face.

Savita says, “Well?”

Gilligan says, “It’s right here. Watch.”

He tears it in half and she blinks as it reappears.

Savita says, “Explanation?”

Gilligan says, “It’s a mixture of hypnotism, misdi-

rection, a dash of rune magic, etc. The people after

you must be very powerful. This is pretty easy: on a

subsconscious level you don’t really care if you see

the piece of paper or not, so it’s easy for me, sitting

here, to persuade you not to notice it. But to do the

same trick on a dead body, to leave the spell in place

while you go on about your business, and to have it

last long enough to get the body safely buried…

that’s good voodoo…”

Savita says, “So how come I could see it and the

cop couldn’t?”

Gilligan says, “Hmm… that’s a good question…

Could be that you have natural psychic defences…”

Savita says (kidding), “Natural sidekick defences?

Like Dr Watson or Robin, you mean…?”

Gilligan says (frowning at her lack of gravity),

“The other possibility is that they let you see on

purpose…”

Savita says, “Why?”

Gilligan says, “Think about it: what happened

when you saw the blood? You completely freaked,

right? So, off you go, driven half-mad by the death of

your friend… who would then be surprised if you felt

you had to end it all…?”

Savita says, “… by electrocuting myself with the

wire from my clock radio…”

Gilligan says, “Well, it’s not a common method,

admittedly, but the point is that they wouldn’t feel

inclined to investigate further…”

Savita opens her bag, and gets out the picture that

had been stuck to her door.

Savita says, “Yeah… so what do you think about

this? I found it stuck to my door this morning.”

Gilligan says (taking it and looking closely),

“Same kind of magic. This is a kind of curse; it’s

from the dark ages. It would have been put on a kid,

who would then have accidentally choked on a toy or

something… I never would have guessed that it

worked by actually bringing the toy to life… fasci-

nating!”

As she closes her bag, Savita notices the newspa-

per and pulls it out. Gilligan is still concentrating on

the animation sigil.

Savita says, “I almost forgot about this; it just

seemed fishy… a psychic died, choked on a slice of

pepperoni… I thought there might be a connection.”

Gilligan says (absently), “What’s that? Let’s have

a look.”

He scans the headline, then looks at the picture.

Gilligan says (shaking his head – things are not as

under control as he had thought), “Oh no,

Katherine…”

Savita says, “Did you know her?”

Gilligan says, “Yes, we’d been contacts for a
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couple of years. You need allies in this game…”

He looks at Savita sharply.

Gilligan says, “Did you know her?”

Savita says, “I was thinking about that on the train.

I think she walked past me and Veronica on the street

yesterday… I wouldn’t normally have noticed or

remembered her, but she seemed to stare at us…”

Gilligan says, “This is worse than I thought…

much worse… Have you seen Veronica since then?”

Savita says, “No, her phone was just ringing

out…”

Gilligan says, “This is very bad. I don’t think it’s

just one killing, one cover-up. I think it’s something

big, and I think they’re trying to wipe out any oppo-

sition… It’s a good job you came here.”

Savita says, “Who are they, anyway?”

Gilligan says, “I’m not sure… whoever it is has

been keeping their cards close to their chest so far,

hording their power for a big push… Remember I’ve

only been on the scene a few years; there are a lot of

players I haven’t even been allowed to learn the

names of yet.”

Savita says, “So what do we do now?”

Gilligan says (leaping to his feet), “Are you

kidding? Where else – we’ve got to go back to

Birmingham!”

Savita says (slowly getting to her feet),

“Cornelius, I just want to get away.”

Gilligan says, “They’ll come for you, Savita,

wherever you go. And now they’ll be coming for me,

too. Our only hope is to get to them first.”

Savita says, “But if they’re as powerful as you

say…”

Gilligan says, “Hey, don’t worry, kid! I’ve got a

few tricks up my sleeve!”

Savita says, “Yeah, your scrawny arms leave

plenty of room up there…”

He laughs, punches her on the shoulder, and they

walk off, leaving the cameraman behind. She

punches him on his shoulder. He pushes her, she

pushes him back…

(Fade to black.)

The scene changes.

Cornelius Gilligan and Savita going for the train in

Brighton. Savita points to the ticket office, but

Gilligan grins and shakes his head. They go to the

platform gate. Savita shows her ticket but the guard

doesn’t even look at Gilligan. On the platform Savita

looks at him quizzically:

Gilligan says, “One of the perks of the trade…

almost makes up for the eternal damnation bit!”

The scene changes.

Savita and Cornelius Gilligan on the train. We

watch them travelling for a minute, then something

occurs to Gilligan, “Did you tell anyone else about

any of this?”

Savita says (thinks for a moment), “Oh no! Yes I

did, Jason and Samantha! Do you remember them

from university? I told them about seeing the blood

at the morgue. Oh my god, do you think they’re in

danger? They were going back to London, and I

forgot all about them!”

Gilligan says, “Look, don’t panic. We have to

change at London anyway. We’ll phone them, check

they’re okay.”

Savita says, “Okay.”

Gilligan reaches out to hold her hand. She lets him

for a minute then snatches it away.

Savita says, “Things might be very confusing for

me right now. I’m in mortal peril, half my friends are

dead or missing, and I may well be going mad. But

one thing I do know is that there is no way I’m going

to let you pick up where I left off.”

Gilligan says (feigning innocence), “I’m just

trying to offer some comfort.”

Savita looks at him askance.

Gilligan says, “Physical comfort is the best

kind…”

Savita says, “If you were able to give any other

kind we might still have been together…”

Gilligan says, “Ooh, nice one… So all that emo-

tional stuff aside, you were pretty happy with the,

you know, physical side of things?”

Savita says, “Are you fishing for compliments? I

wouldn’t have thought you cared.”

Gilligan says (crossing his arms), “What can I

say? I’ve had a few bad reviews lately… It starts to

affect your performance.”

Savita says, “You only ever call when the moon is

full – a girl can get testy.”

Gilligan winces.

Savita says (laughing), “Don’t tell me that’s still

how it is?”

Gilligan says (shrugging), “It’s like boxers saving

themselves before big fights…”

The scene changes.

In a station in London, at a call box. Savita is

dialling. Cornelius Gilligan has bought a paper and is

on his way over. The phone is ringing as Gilligan

arrives, but there is no answer. Savita puts the phone

down.

Savita says, “No answer. I’m very scared,

Cornelius.”

Gilligan says, “Everyone should be. Look at this.”

He shows her the newspaper. The headline for the

main article is “WAVE OF UNEXPLAINED
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DEATHS ACROSS NATION”. There is a smaller

article headed “MOTHER OF ALL STORMS

BREWING OVER NORTH SEA”, and at the bottom

of the page, “RIFT IN UK/US RELATIONS”. Savita

takes a look.

Savita says, “Unexplained deaths? Do you think

it’s the same thing?”

Gilligan says, “There’s no doubt. Like I thought,

they’re eliminating the opposition… I didn’t realise

they were working on this scale.”

Savita says, “We should check on Jason and

Samantha.”

Gilligan says, “Okay. Let’s get going; we could

still make a connection later on.”

The scene changes.

Outside Jason and Samantha’s flat. Gilligan and

Savita run up. Gilligan points out a sigil pasted onto

the door.

Savita says, “What’s that one for?”

Gilligan says, “I’m not sure; it’s very old though.

And it definitely isn’t good…”

They try the bell three or four times, but there’s no

answer.”

Savita says, “This is bad. How can we get in?”

Gilligan holds up a finger. He bends down to the

lock, and knocks on it three times, muttering some-

thing under his breath. He opens the door with an

inappropriate flourish, and Savita pushes past him

and up the stairs. The camera follows Cornelius

Gilligan as he follows her; he’s not hanging back

deliberately, he’s just thinking hard. She gets to the

top and round the corner, and we hear her voice off-

screen.

Savita says (tough but frightened), “Cornelius, I

think you should get up here right now.”

Gilligan rushes up the remaining stairs, and the

camera follows him. Savita stands at the doorway to

Jason’s flat. The two of them move inside, leaving

room for the camera to show what they see. Jason

crouches at the end of the corridor, a bloody knife in

hand, his face crudely daubed in a rough approxima-

tion of the look of a samurai. Savita screams, point-

ing to the door to the bedroom, where Samantha’s

lifeless and outstretched arm and hand can be seen,

blood pooling on the ground.

Gilligan says, “Jason, is that you?”

Jason says (speaking in Chinese), “I am Lord

Dragon of the Four Winds. I do not know where I

am, and I do not know who are these creatures that

beset me.”

Savita says, “Jason, it’s us! Remember!”

Jason says (in Chinese), “I shall kill you if you do

not leave.”

Savita says (to Gilligan), “Can’t we just destroy

the sigil?”

Gilligan says (to Savita), “It wouldn’t help; I think

the sigil summoned a Chinese demon or ghost. Now

it’s possessed Jason; I don’t know how to get rid of

it.”

Savita says (to Jason), “Jason, remember me!

What have you done to Samantha?”

Jason visibly reacts at the mention of Samantha’s

name.

Savita says, “That’s it. Samantha, where is

Samantha?”

Jason says (in Chinese), “The idiot human speaks

a name which means something to this body.”

Gilligan says (pointing toward the bedroom),

“Yes, Samantha. Look at Samantha.”

Jason says (in Chinese), “I should kill these

insects…”

Despite himself, he looks into the bedroom, looks

at the body, begins to shake a little, and a tear

emerges from his eye.

Jason says (in Chinese), “This body weeps.”

(begins to shout) “Why do I weep when I live! I live

again!”

He weeps even more, and suddenly his eyes seem

to clear (the magical effect of running water).

Jason says (in English), “Samantha, what have I

done?”

He rushes to her side (although he hasn’t dropped

the knife). Gilligan and Savita move forward to

watch.

Jason says (in Chinese, taking the knife in both

hands), “This unworthy soul must pay for this

crime!”

Savita says, “No!”

Jason plunges his knife into his stomach and col-

lapses across Samantha. Almost despite themselves,

Gilligan and Savita grasp each other in horror.

Gilligan says, “We have to go… we can’t be con-

nected to this.”

Savita says (pushing him away), “How can you

think about that?”

Gilligan says, “Someone has to. Think: by the

time the police finish with us this will all be over;

and I don’t mean in a good way.”

Savita says (staring at him, then turning to go),

“You might be right. But there’s something you’ve

lost… Or maybe you never had it.”

Gilligan watches Savita go, pauses a moment, then

goes into the bedroom, gets a blanket from the bed

and lays it over Jason and Samantha, leaving them

looking as if they are sleeping.

Gilligan says, “Bye, friends.” (In a whisper:) “See
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you soon.”

The scene changes.

Savita and Cornelius Gilligan at Birmingham New

Street station, at a call box.

Savita says, “Thanks, Detective Grimmett.”

She puts the phone down.

Gilligan says, “Did he tell you?”

Savita says, “Yeah, he was really helpful. I said we

just wanted to go and pay our respects.”

Gilligan says, “Good work, let’s go.”

He dashes off, Savita wearily following.

The scene changes.

In Sutton Coldfield Park, Cornelius Gilligan and

Savita are climbing wordlessly up to where Ravitraj

was killed. Eventually they get there, and Gilligan

gets onto his hands and knees and looks around.

Savita just stands, looking around the park. Suddenly

she shouts as the Snake leaps from cover to attack

them. (The Snake must be wearing gloves for this

scene, for reasons that will be apparent.) She stum-

bles back away from him, and Gilligan gets to his

feet to grapple with the attacker. But the Snake has

the advantage and gets his hands around Gilligan’s

throat; Gilligan struggles to pull the deadly fingers

away but the Snake is too strong. As Savita looks

around for a branch or a rock she can use to attack

the Snake, an unexpected ally arrives on the scene:

Detective Grimmett. He grabs the Snake from behind

and tries to pull him away; as the Snake twists to face

him there is a snap; one of his fingers comes away in

Gilligan’s hand; disgusted, Gilligan drops the bloody

item. The Snake frees himself from Detective

Grimmett, looks at the number of people ranged

against him, and runs off. Detective Grimmett tries to

run after him, but returns after a moment having lost

his quarry in the woods.

Gilligan says, “It’s good to meet you, Detective, if

a bit of a surprise…”

Detective Grimmett says, “I knew there was

something weird about this case right away. When

you said you were coming up here I decided to

follow my nose… I thought something might

happen.”

Gilligan says, “I came here for just the same

reason.”

Savita says (pointing at the finger on the ground),

“Seeing as you’re here, do you want to collect the

evidence?”

Detective Grimmett says (picking it up and putting

it in a plastic evidence bag; speaking to Savita), “You

realise that I need an explanation for all this for my

report. And you should introduce your mysterious

friend.”

Savita says (to Gilligan), “Aren’t explanations

your thing? And you can introduce yourself. You

don’t normally need so much encouragement.”

Gilligan says (to Detective Grimmett), “Come

back with us to her place… We’ll tell you everything,

but you won’t be putting any of it in a report.”

Detective Grimmett says (suddenly formal), “Is

that a threat?”

Gilligan says, “Hardly. But take my word for it,

you won’t put it in a report.”

Savita says, “Not unless you want to spend your

early retirement in a padded cell…”

The scene changes.

Savita’s living room. Detective Grimmett is there

and so is Cornelius Gilligan. Savita is just making

them a drink. Gilligan is nosing through her CDs.

Gilligan says (calling to Savita), “Nice place you

have here. Superhero chic?”

While Detective Grimmett automatically looks up

at the superhero posters on the wall, Gilligan unob-

trusively takes a folded piece of paper from inside his

jacket and puts into a CD – let’s say Violent Femmes.

Savita comes back in with cups of tea before he has

a chance to put the CD back.

Savita says, “I was thinking more of neo-mythic

grandeur…”

Gilligan says, “Not bad… boyfriend just moved

out?”

Savita says, “Two months ago. But I resent the

implication that they aren’t mine.”

Gilligan says (ignoring her), “So this guy put these

up and left your paintings to rot? Nice guy.”

Savita says, “The posters are mine, buster. What

are you doing with my CD?”

Gilligan says (holding it up for her to see),

“Wasn’t this our song?” (sings) “Let me go o-on…!”

(not singing in the face of disapproval from both

others) “My voice isn’t so bad…”

Savita says, “It is.”

Detective Grimmett says, “No, it’s worse.”

Gilligan says, “Well, thanks… never got around to

buying the album, myself… guess it didn’t mean as

much to me as it did to you…”

Savita says (coming and grabbing it off him), “Oh,

I’m still so hung up on you, you know… I play this

album every night and cry that you’re not here…

Shall I put it on, we can test those embers…?”

Gilligan says (grabbing it back and putting it

away), “Not right now.”

Detective Grimmett says (clearing his throat), “I

know the two of you have more important things

than multiple homicides to discuss, but if you don’t

mind…”
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He takes the plastic bag from his pocket.

Detective Grimmett says, “For a start, who was

that nine-fingered man?”

He stops there, and takes a closer look at the bag.

Detective Grimmett says, “That’s odd.”

Savita says, “What is it?”

Gilligan steps forward and grabs the bag. He takes

a look and opens it despite the protests of Detective

Grimmett:

Detective Grimmett says, “Hey that’s evidence!”

Gilligan says (holding the gloved finger), “I’d say

this evidence has already been contaminated, would-

n’t you, officer?”

Holding the finger out for both the others to see,

Gilligan takes off the part of the glove that remains

on the finger. Despite the blood on the glove, the

finger is made of solid wood. Gilligan passes it to

Savita, and sits back to think. Savita and Detective

Grimmett just look at each other in puzzlement.

Gilligan says, “There is another option. I think that

our killer might be a golem.”

Savita says, “What’s a golem?”

Detective Grimmett says, “It’s like a zombie.”

Gilligan says, “Nearly, but not quite. A zombie is

a dead person’s body reanimated without a soul. A

golem supposed to be an artificial body animated by

the spirits of the dead. They’re supposed to be a

Jewish invention, and originally they were used to

gain revenge on those who had abused the Jewish

people. But like any technology, inevitably it fell into

the wrong hands at some point.”

Savita says, “Great, so we’re talking Chucky.”

Gilligan says, “Or Pinocchio on a particularly bad

day… Once the finger was disconnected from the

body, it began to revert to its normal state.”

Savita says, “Why didn’t they bring him back in

his own body, with the soul and body together?”

Gilligan says (almost imperceptibly wincing), “It

is possible to do that, apparently, but the reanimation

never lasts for long.”

Detective Grimmett says, “So what now?”

Gilligan says (looking at his watch), “Well, I need

to get some sleep. I’ve had a really bad day. I’ll let

Savita fill you in all the details –”

Savita says, “Thanks!”

Gilligan says, “– while I get some well-deserved

rest. Then tomorrow, we have to do some preparatory

work before we make our move… For one thing, I

want to check out the famous buried church of

Birmingham, referred to in almost every one of the

great works of occult literature, from the

Necronomicon to the Unnaussprechlichen Kulten of

Von Junzt…”

Detective Grimmett says (drawing Gilligan out,

not really wanting to let on that he knows about a lot

of this stuff already), “But it’s only been like that a

few years…”

Gilligan says, “Then wouldn’t you say it is sur-

prising that the mad Arab, Abdul Alhazred, knew

about it centuries ago? Either he saw the future, or

someone created the buried church with those books

in mind… Either way, I think it could be important.”

Gilligan starts to go off to bed.

Savita says (racking her brains), “Where should I

start?”

Then Gilligan turns back to them.

Gilligan says, “There are a couple of other things,

detective. When we’re ready to make a move, we’ll

give you a call – and it’ll be best to come alone,

because the guy we’re up against could easily turn

somebody… well, turn them bad… The fewer of us

involved, the smaller the chance of that is. The other

thing: Savita might call you sometime before that

with an unusual request –”

Detective Grimmett looks at Savita, who shrugs.

Gilligan says, “Please grant it and help her as far

as you can.”

Detective Grimmett says, “I’ll do my best.”

Gilligan goes off to bed, discreetly swiping the

Godzilla from Savita’s bag on the way, and Savita

gets ready to tell Detective Grimmett all the details

of this murky business.

The scene changes.

Birmingham city centre. Savita and Cornelius

Gilligan are walking across the square, starting from

the steps near the lions going up past the fountains,

and then in the direction of the buried church.

Savita says, “Do you really think this place is rel-

evant to all this?”

Gilligan says, “Not really. But I’ve got a feeling

about this place; plus, it’s just darn interesting – a

half-buried church! Who would have thought it? We

have to find a way to pass the time before we make

our move…”

Savita says, “Now that’s the bit I don’t understand.

Why do we need to wait?”

Gilligan says, “Well, for starters we don’t know

who we are moving against. In theory it would be

possible to trace the golem through its finger, but I’m

just not powerful enough to do that yet.”

Savita says, “I thought you could do anything…

especially after screwing during the full moon…”

Gilligan says, “Against a regular Joe like you,

maybe, but a powerful guy like the one we’re up

against has powerful defensive magic.”

They get to the buried church.
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Gilligan says, “Isn’t it terrific? It’s, like, buried!”

Savita says, “Yeah, amazing. So what are we

waiting for.”

Gilligan says (glancing over his shoulder), “When

I say run, run. We’re waiting for them to attack us.”

Savita says, “You what?”

She looks around and sees the Snake advancing

towards them rapidly. If at all possible, it would be

great to have Amardevita and Mohander sitting

around in shot, having ice lollies or something.

Savita says, “Oh, fucking great plan, Gilligan!”

Gilligan says, “Run!”

She runs, he doesn’t, at least until he’s sure that

the Snake is coming after him. Then he starts to run,

toward the left-hand library doors. The Snake

pursues him.

Gilligan runs out the back of the library, stops to

catch his breath and looks back to see if the Snake is

close behind. Out of the shadows steps Veronica.

Veronica says, “ Gilligan, here!”

Gilligan says, “Veronica! We thought you were

dead!”

Veronica says (stepping toward him), “No, I’m

not.”

She steps back.

Veronica says, “But you are…”

Gilligan looks down in horror at his stomach,

where blood is spreading from a stabbing wound.

The Snake slides through the doors, and smiles at

Veronica, who smiles back. They stroll off as

Gilligan slides to the ground.

Gilligan says (looking at the blood on his hands),

“I didn’t think it would be like this.” (he winces)

“Who’d expect it to hurt so much..?”

Savita bursts through the doors, and stops in

shock: this is very nearly one trauma too many for

her.

Savita says, “Cornelius!”

Gilligan says (losing his strength), “Yeah, they got

me… but it isn’t as bad as it seems.”

Savita says, “You mean you’ll be all right?”

Gilligan says (even weaker), “Um, no; can you see

all this blood!? I’m going to die, Savita, I’m afraid.”

Savita says, “You can’t die now; I need you; the

world needs you!”

Gilligan says (on the verge of death, but with a

smile), “The moment has been prepared for; brave

heart, Tegan!” (He reaches into his jacket and gives

her Godzilla.)

Savita says, “You can’t do this to me…”

Gilligan says (as he dies), “Take him, it’ll give you

some protection, and might prove useful…

Remember our favourite song… play it… one

more… time.”

Savita stands looking at him.

The scene changes.

Cornelius Gilligan’s grave. Savita is there alone,

in black, with some flowers. She puts the flowers

down.

Savita says, “They couldn’t wait to get you buried,

Cornelius … they said you died from natural causes

and Det Vijay said it was safer to let it go… that he

would do what he could to protect me…” (she begins

to almost cry) “Why did you let them do this? I was

relying on you, Cornelius. I trusted you to look after

me… … I guess that’s pretty lame… But things

aren’t looking good…”

The scene changes.

Back at Savita’s house. She’s just collected the

newspaper from the letterbox. She’s maudlin and

talking to Godzilla again, slumping on the sofa.

Savita says (reading out the headline to Godzilla),

“Chaos spreading over the country… They’ll come

for me any day now… I know Cornelius said you’d

protect me, but for how long? Pretty soon they’ll be

in control.”

She switches on the TV, and watches a bit of

Captain Mutant’s Radioactive Half Hour.

Captain Mutant: “Now is the time, kids! This is

the day, this is the hour, this… is this! The apoca-

lypse is here! Soon you will all live in my radioactive

world! Isn’t that great?!”

There’s the sound of kids cheering off-screen.

Savita switches off, shaking her head wearily.

Savita says, “There’s nothing I can do; I don’t

have any contacts in the occult world, I have no

secret knowledge; I don’t even know who I’m fight-

ing! A rubber dinosaur just isn’t going to tip the

scales in my favour… however handsome it may

be…”

She’s pretty dejected, and goes over to get a CD.

Looking for something to lift her spirits, she remem-

bers Gilligan’s last words…

Savita says (smiling sadly), “‘Remember our

song…’”

She takes the CD from the rack and goes over to

put it on. By the stereo, she opens the case and takes

out the CD without really looking; she puts it on (the

track is Blister in the Sun); it starts to play, as she

turns, something falls out of the case. She puts down

the case and bends to pick up the thing. It is a note,

folded up. She looks at Godzilla (he’s not responsi-

ble) and begins to open it.

Savita says (puzzled), “It’s from Cornelius…”

(thinking) “He must have put it in here the other day.

‘Dear Savita, Go to Randolph Street, love Cornelius.
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ps. Don’t worry.’Well that’s wonderful. Very helpful.

I suppose he was going to meet me there… There’s

no point going now…” (Savita takes a good look at

Godzilla) “Like I have better things to do… Maybe

he’s set up a meeting for me or something.”

Godzilla still has nothing to say; but Savita

resolves to go. She grabs the monster, pops him in

her pocket, grabs her coat, and leaves in a rush.

The scene changes.

Savita arrives on Randolph Street. Nothing is hap-

pening, other than all the usual craziness. She looks

around, then notices an occult shop, which she had

never noticed before. She steps inside.

The scene changes.

Interior of an occult bookshop. (We can film part

of this in Brighton, even if it is set in Birmingham.)

Savita enters the shop, looking around aimlessly. But

she seems to be drawn to the back of the room.

Cut to: studio shot. Savita coming in through a

curtain into a dark and dusty back room. She’s drawn

to one item. An ancient-looking book, tied up in

thick string. Trying to move away from it, she

cannot. This is it! She picks it up. Suddenly she is

startled by a shopkeeper who enters the back room

behind her.

Savita says (a bit panicky and scared), “Sorry! Am

I allowed back here? I promise I wasn’t going to steal

it!”

The shopkeeper says (smiling in a kind way), “Is

that all you want? You can have it.”

Savita says, “Are you sure? It looks very valu-

able.”

The shopkeeper says, “Nonsense – it’s nothing

more than scrap paper to us…” (she leans forward

and speaks more quietly) “…because we don’t have

a use for it, and I think you do.”

Savita says (stepping back), “What do you mean?

What do you know?”

The shopkeeper says, “Look, don’t panic… we

heard on the grapevine that someone would need the

book.”

Savita says, “That would be the psychic

grapevine, right?”

The shopkeeper says (smiling), “Um, I suppose.

Although initiates tend to call it the internet…”

(more seriously) “I’m just sorry there isn’t more we

can do to help…”

Savita says (tucking the book into her bag), “Well,

thanks then. I have to go now; not that I know why

or where…”

The shopkeeper says, “Let the book do the

work…”

Savita says (looking at her oddly), “Right.

Thanks.”

Savita dashes out through the curtain, leaving the

shopkeeper shaking her head sadly.

The shopkeeper says, “I hope she will be strong

enough.”

A ghostly Katherine steps out of the shadow.

Katherine says, “She will be. She has to be. For all

of us… If she fails, even the dead will suffer.”

The scene changes.

Savita’s home. She has taken the still bound-up

book to her little study. Setting Godzilla on the desk

beside it, she takes some scissors and begins to cut

the strings which hold the book shut. She’s still

puzzled, obviously, not knowing what the book

holds, but suspecting it might be a weapon she can

use. There is no title on the outside. She opens the

book once the string is removed. On the first page is

the author’s name, Howard Phillips, the publication

date, and title, all of which are handwritten. She

reads out the title.

Savita says, “(In German:) The Souls of the

Damned. (In English:) The… something… of the…

something…” (she notices the date) “1401!”

She turns the page… there is a single line of

German, the rest is blank. She turns another page,

then another, and another; all are blank. She slams

the book back onto the table.

Savita says, “Damn!”

Not one to give up, she opens the book back onto

the page with one line. She tries to read it out.

Savita says (in German), “Which damned soul

reads this book?” (she gets to her feet) (in English)

“I’m sure I’ve got a German dictionary around here

somewhere, from when I went skiing in Austria as a

kid…”

The scene changes.

Savita surrounded by a massive pile of books. She

continues to dig through the boxes, and finally, tri-

umphantly, she lifts out a German dictionary.

Savita says (triumpant, but trying to keep her own

expectations low), “Like this is going to help

anyway…”

She rushes back to the desk and begins to look up

the words of the title.

Savita says, “The… Souls… of the… Damned.

Lovely.” (she turns to the single line again)

“Which… damned… soul… reads this book?”

She sits back and thinks for a moment. Then she

takes a pen and writes her name at the end of the line.

Suddenly she’s pushed back and the camera focuses

directly on the page: it is writing itself. Words appear

in English, beginning with the title: Resurrecting the

Dead… There’s a diagram, of a man on his back in a

The Power of Death, by Howard Phillips    17



shallow stream. When it is done, Savita returns, and

looks at the finished page in astonishment. At first

she is just surprised at what has happened; then she

notices what the page actually says…

Savita says, “I can bring Cornelius back to life? I

don’t believe it.” (she reads from the text) “‘If the

necessary preparations were made; that is, if part of

the soul was left on the material plane as an anchor,

arrangements made to conserve the body, and a

willing resurrector found, a damned soul, otherwise

lost to the pits of hell, may be forced to return…’”

Savita says, “I’m going to need help to get the

body. And what does it mean, an anchor…” (she

trails off, looking at Godzilla) “Ahh, a bit like Star

Trek III…” She grabs the monster and dashes for the

phone.

The camera looks at what she was reading; the

page blows over: there was a part she missed… “But

this return will only be temporary, for hell does not

give up a trophy fairly won…”

The scene changes.

Near the graveyard, Detective Grimmett, carrying

a shovel, being led by Savita to the graveyard.

The scene changes.

At a stream in Sutton Coldfield Park. Detective

Grimmett is dragging a bag in which is Cornelius

Gilligan’s body. Savita is badgering him to hurry.

Savita says, “Come on, hurry up!”

Detective Grimmett says, “I don’t know why I’m

doing this… if things weren’t so desperate…”

They get to the bank of the stream, and Detective

Grimmett opens the bag, to reveal Cornelius

Gilligan’s bloody corpse – because no one could see

the blood, no one cleaned it off.

Detective Grimmett says, “Okay, what now?”

Savita says, “Put him in the water.”

Detective Grimmett rolls the body into the centre

of the stream – it’s very shallow, so Cornelius

Gilligan’s face isn’t underwater or anything. If the

weather is just too cold for this, we could use one of

the little bridges, and have his hands and feet in the

water, in a way reminiscent of an electrical connec-

tion. Savita tucks the Godzilla figure into his shirt.

Savita says, “It’s something to do with the running

water… it acts like a gateworld to the spirit world…

you know like in old King Arthur and Cu Chulain

stories..?”

Detective Grimmett says (shaking his head), “Of

course not… policemen don’t know about things like

that.” (his phone rings, he answers, listens, then

speaks) “Okay.” (he puts the phone away) “I’ve got

to go. This thing is escalating everywhere, and they

need me firefighting in six different cities at once…

Will you be okay here?”

Savita says, “I’ll be fine. Hopefully he will be too.

Thanks for your help, detective.”

Detective Grimmett says (leaving), “Give me a

call when it’s time to kick ass!”

Savita laughs and nods.

The scene changes.

Savita sits with Cornelius Gilligan through the

night. She isn’t sure why. She’s desperate, so she’s

clutching at straws. But is there any love for Gilligan

there? Sometimes she takes hold of a hand, and we

see the conflicting emotions on her face. Other times

she’s pacing up and down, or watching out for

attackers. It is the long dark night of her soul; pushed

to the very brink of sanity, she’s still holding it

together by a thread. It seems that she does reach a

resolution, that she did love him. Eventually she falls

asleep, a bit happier through resolving her conflict-

ing emotions. Some time later, we watch as Gilligan,

the blood having washed the blood from his shirt,

bursts up from the water, gasping his first new

breaths. He looks around, a bit puzzled, as he tries to

reorientate himself. Savita begins to stir. Gilligan

looks a bit uncomfortable, then reaches inside his

shirt and pulls out Godzilla.

Gilligan says, “I’m back, Godzilla, and, it seems,

not a moment too soon!”

He throws the monster at Savita; it hits her and

wakes her up. Gilligan gets up out of the water, and

starts to wring out his clothes.

Savita says (overjoyed), “Cornelius Gilligan!

You’re alive!”

Gilligan says (gingerly allowing her to hug him),

“Technically you’d have to say I’m undead, but I feel

pretty good… thanks to you.”

Savita says, “Gilligan, there are so many things I

need to tell you… my feelings -”

Gilligan says (interrupting her: he seems flippant,

but he’s trying to protect her from getting hurt later

on), “Will have to wait, I’m afraid. We have work to

do. Come along: the game is afoot!”

He rushes off, and she stumbles after him.

The scene changes.

Savita’s living room. Cornelius Gilligan and

Savita. Gilligan is flicking through the channels,

most are normal, but on one there’s Captain Mutant

ranting, on another Detective Grimmett answering

questions…

Gilligan says, “I see things have got worse while

I’ve been away…”

Savita says, “Things are falling apart everywhere;

politicians are talking about breaking away from

Europe, breaking ties with the US, becoming a
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Fortress England… I even heard one saying we

should try and get the Suez canal back! The whole

country is going mad… Can you stop it?”

Gilligan says, “Well, you know what, Savita? Just

for you, I think I can. I’ve got a little more under the

bonnet these days, if you know what I mean…”

Savita says (missing the double entendre), “So

how come dying made you more powerful?”

Gilligan says, “Till I put it to the test, it’s hard for

me to be sure it has worked, but in simple terms the

theory is that the other side is a pretty spooky place,

and if you know what you’re about, you can bring a

good chunk of that spookiness back with you. I can

feel it within me; there’s a link with that place that is

feeding me…” (pause) “Anyway, now I know who

we’re up against. I spoke to the spirits of those he

had killed.”

Savita says, “Who is it?”

Gilligan says, “An ancient Indian sorcerer, going

by the name of Mohander the Terrible. He terrorised

the sub-continent for the best part of 13 centuries.

Seems he came here in the sixties, following some

big setback, and he’s been biding his time ever since.

Growing stronger, more dangerous…”

Savita says, “Sounds like trouble, Cornelius…”

Gilligan says, “That’s right, my kind of trouble!”

Savita says (looking dubious), “Say it often

enough you might start to believe it. So what was

being dead like?”

Gilligan says, “It was actually kind of uncool…

You wouldn’t like it and it definitely does not come

recommended. Then again, I doubt it would be quite

the same for you, not having signed away your

soul…”

Savita says, “Signed away..?”

Gilligan says (grabbing Savita by the shoulders),

“You didn’t sign your name in the Book of Damned

Souls, did you?” (Savita nods in a very frightened

manner) “My god, that means you’ll go straight to

the 63rd circle of hell – reserved for those who

deface books! You’ll have to spend eternity cleaning

baby poo off children’s books…”

Savita says, “You tit.”

Gilligan says, “Ha ha! Have you got the finger?”

Savita says (digging it out of her pockets and

holding it up; sarcastically), “Where would you like

me to put it?”

Gilligan says, “You know, that’s the nicest offer

I’ve had since undying… but there’s no time for that

right now.”

The scene changes.

Savita is outside a sports shop; Cornelius Gilligan

is inside. She looks at her watch; he finally comes

out. He shows her a pack of three darts.

Gilligan says, “Made in Birmingham from dead

men’s fingers!”

Savita just looks puzzled, not quite sure what he is

up to.

The scene changes.

Savita outside a newsagents. Cornelius Gilligan

runs out brandishing a map of Birmingham.

The scene changes.

Inside Savita’s house. Cornelius Gilligan is

drawing occult symbols onto the wings of the darts.

The scene changes.

Savita’s back garden. They’ve pinned the map to

the fence. Savita is just fixing a blindfold around

Gilligan’s head.

Savita says, “Will this work?”

Gilligan says, “Should do. You need to understand

what’s going on. The occult forces at work are actu-

ally distorting space and time around the city in the

same way gravity does around a black hole. That’s

the source of the chaos.” (he pulls the blindfold back

off) “The Terrible Mohander has grasped the heart of

the country in his hand and he’s twisting for all he’s

worth. But that will lead us to him… Sympathetic

magic is all about using the representation of a thing

to affect the thing itself. In this case, we’re going to

let the thing – the city – affect the representation –

the map. We’ve made darts out of the golem’s finger.

I’ll throw them at the map. The plan is that they will

follow the lines of distortion to their epicentre… Do

you follow?”

Savita says, “I understand what you’re trying to

say, but it still sounds like hogwash.”

Gilligan says, “Hey, you’re talking to a dead man;

you have to allow me the benefit of the doubt in these

kind of things!”

Savita smiles.

Gilligan says, “The other way this could be

explained is that I already know the answer, subcon-

sciously, and that this is the way of digging it up

from the murky depths of my soul.”

Savita says, “Sounds familiar…”

Gilligan says, “It might do. This is a refinement of

a technique I first learnt from Twin Peaks.”

Savita says, “Twin Peaks..? You mean when Agent

Cooper was throwing stuff at stuff?”

Gilligan says, “It’s a good technique; Cooper was

a good cop; shame he got stuck down there in the

Black Lodge…”

Savita says (trying to put the blindfold back on),

“It was tragic. But back to the matter in hand?”

She puts the blindfold on him, and he throws the

three darts. He takes the blindfold off and they go up
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to look at the map. One dart is stuck in a stream in

Sutton Coldfield park; a second is stuck in

Handsworth; the third is nowhere to be seen.

Gilligan says (pointing to the first), “Hey look,

you did that!”

Savita says, “What’s the other?”

Gilligan says, “Must be where the Terrible

Mohander is based.”

Savita says (looking around on the ground),

“Where’s the other dart?”

Gilligan says (shrugging), “Dunno… I think it’s

time to call Detective Grimmett. It’s time to make

our move…”

The scene changes.

Savita on the phone to Detective Grimmett.

Savita says, “We’ll meet you there, then, at 4.00

pm. … Okay, bye.”

She puts the phone down, then notices a photo

nearby, of her and her university friends, back when

they were all still alive. The third arrow has pierced

the image of Cornelius Gilligan. She looks around,

but there is no way the dart could have got into the

room.

The scene changes.

Outside on the corner of the street. Savita,

Cornelius Gilligan and Detective Grimmett together;

having just met up. One possibility for this scene

might be to use a combination of special video and

shaky camera effects to give the impression of reality

shuddering…

Gilligan says (to Detective Grimmett), “You don’t

seem surprised to see me.”

Detective Grimmett says, “I’ve seen weird before.

I’ve seen weirder. It’s what I specialise in.”

Savita says, “You’re kidding, right?”

Detective Grimmett says, “I’ll tell you about it

sometime. Did you know that until three years ago

Halifax was a suburb of London?”

Savita says, “What?”

Gilligan says, “Come on, don’t freak her out. We

need her steady for this.”

Savita says, “I’m steady, don’t worry. I want to get

the bastard that killed all my friends.”

Gilligan says, “Oh, yeah, all your friends. There is

something I forgot to mention…”

Savita says, “Yeah?”

Gilligan says, “I never told you who stabbed me; I

guess you just assumed it was the golem… it was

Veronica.”

Savita says, “Veronica is alive?!”

Gilligan says, “Yeah, but she’s… gone over to the

dark side. She belonged to them completely.”

Savita says, “Can we save her?”

Gilligan says, “Only by killing the Terrible

Mohander.”

Savita says, “Then let’s do it.”

Detective Grimmett says, “Right, but don’t get

carried away. I have some latitude in these cases, but

we can’t just run in there blasting away.”

Savita says, “It looks pretty normal from here, but

won’t there be armed guards and stuff?”

Gilligan says, “Probably not. He doesn’t need

them. Or at least, he didn’t yesterday; hopefully he

hasn’t realised that today I’m back in town, bigger,

badder and tougher than ever!”

Savita says, “You look just as skinny-assed as ever

to me…”

The scene changes.

Detective Grimmett knocks on the door, Cornelius

Gilligan and Savita hanging back.

Detective Grimmett says, “Remember, play it

cool…”

Amardevita answers the door and smiles at them.

Amardevita says, “Hello. Mohander was expecting

you. Please come in!”

The three adventurers look at each other. This isn’t

what they expected. Cornelius Gilligan shrugs and

indicates they should go in, and the others don’t have

any better suggestions.

Detective Grimmett says, “Thanks.”

Amardevita turns and leads them into the front

room, where Ravitraj was held at the beginning.

Amardevita says, “Sit down, please; I’ll call

Mohander. He’ll be glad to see you.”

She goes to the bottom of the stairs and calls

Mohander; the three adventurers look at each other,

and, rather than sitting down, arrange themselves

spread out against the far wall. Amardevita returns,

seemingly unfazed by their aggressive postures. She

stands there smiling at them, saying nothing, creep-

ing them out.

The scene changes.

Same set-up as previous scene. Mohander enters,

followed by the Snake and Veronica. Mohander sits

in his armchair, his two henchpeople take up posi-

tions on either side. Cornelius Gilligan begins to

light a cigarette, but Amardevita tells him off (bad

tempered), “No smoking, please. What a dirty

habit!” (sweet again) “I’ll go and make everyone tea,

yes?”

Mohander nods and waves for her to go.

Mohander and Cornelius Gilligan stare each other

out. The Snake starts to make a move forward, but

Mohander waves him back.

Mohander says (to Cornelius Gilligan), “I’m sur-

prised to see you are still alive… sometimes I feel
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my colleagues do not care about their work

enough…” (Snake and Veronica look sheepish) “You

were very foolish to come here, though. I am far too

powerful for you!”

Mohander waves Snake forward. The assassin

moves toward Cornelius Gilligan, but Detective

Grimmett leaps to meet him, throwing a punch. The

punch connects, but it feels as if he has just punched

a block of wood. Nevertheless, Snake turns to deal

with Detective Grimmett, and wrestles him to his

knees. In the confusion, Veronica gets hold of Savita,

getting her arm around Savita’s neck. This leaves

Cornelius Gilligan and Mohander to face each other.

Mohander gets out of his armchair and steps

forward.

Mohander says, “I have lived 1500 years. Your

reality is dying at my hands! Soon the way will be

opening! The Elder Gods will come! And you will all

die! Ha ha ha ha ha! You will die! Ha ha ha!”

Gilligan says, “Been there, done that. Shall we do

this the traditional way?”

Mohander says, “Agreed.”

Gilligan says, “It’s good to know that even mega-

lomaniacal demon wizards still have a sense of

honour…”

The two of them clasp hands. They strain, the

effort showing in their faces. Occult symbols flare up

on their faces (Mohander’s matching the ones we

saw in the opening scene of the film). Close up on

the eyes!

Mohander says (through gritted teeth), “You have

too much power!” (shakes head and grins) “But I still

have more!”

Gilligan says (also through gritted teeth, but he’s

weakening), “I died… but I came back… I brought

power… and I brought some friends back with me…

perhaps you know them..?”

Suddenly, possibly in black or white, the souls of

the dead appear: Jason, Samantha, Ravitraj,

Katherine… They each lay a hand on Mohander,

who is visibly drained by it. The ghosts disappear.

Mohander steps back. Cornelius Gilligan drops to

one knee, exhausted by the effort. There is a clatter

of wood; deprived of the power that animated him,

Snake has returned to his natural state. Amardevita

falls to the ground, unconscious. Veronica falls to the

ground, unconscious. Savita and Detective Grimmett

take a moment to steady themselves.

Mohander says, “You think I’m so easily

defeated?”

Mohander swats Gilligan with the back of one

hand, sending Gilligan crashing to the ground.

Mohander picks up his favourite axe from beside his

armchair and makes to attack Gilligan with it.

Detective Grimmett rushes forward, but is pushed

back like a feather. Savita is frantically searching

Veronica for the knife she killed Gilligan with. We

see Mohander raise the axe above his head. We see

Gilligan resign himself to his fate. Then Mohander

falls back into his armchair, and slumps, rolling

forward to reveal the knife in his back, placed there

by Savita.

Savita rushes to Gilligan.

Savita says, “Are you all right?”

Gilligan says, “Thanks for saving me… but I’m

afraid it’s all over now; the reanimation spell you did

doesn’t last long anyway, and I’m afraid all this

excitement has… rather worn it out…”

Savita says, “I can cast it again!”

Gilligan says (slipping away), “I’m afraid it only

works the one time… I saw this coming… don’t

blame yourself…”

Savita says, “Cornelius, I think I might have loved

you…”

Gilligan might turn to dust at this point, or some-

thing along those lines.

Detective Grimmett says (coming over to her), “I

think he’s gone now, Savita.”

Savita begins to weep. He tries to comfort her.

Veronica says (behind them, just waking up),

“Where am I? Savita? Is that Cornelius Gilligan?”

Savita says (rushing to her), “You made it! Are

you back to your old self?”

Veronica says, “I think so; was I ever someone

else?”

Detective Grimmett says, “You don’t want to

know. We’d better get her out of here before explain-

ing things…”

Savita says, “You’re right. There’s nothing left for

us to do here. I mean, I’ve saved the universe… what

else is there?”

They help Veronica to her feet and leave the room.

We follow them out, and watch them struggle hero-

ically down the street; then we come back inside the

house, and watch as Amardevita wakes up, for the

first time in decades, really, only to see her husband

slumped, dead, in his armchair; the shock shows on

her face; she goes over to him, and begins to sob…
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Young Roli got out of bed that morning with a spring

in his step and a song in his heart. “Oh la,” he sang,

“oh la, la la, la la!”

He loved staying at his grandmother’s house in

Uttar Pradesh each summer. He loved his home in

Leningrad, of course, but the times he spent in India

were always so magical. It was fortunate that his

father’s airship made regular trips along the border,

making it convenient to drop him off and pick him

up, at the beginning and end of summer. When he got

back to Russia, his mother would be full of questions

as ever; it was so upsetting for her that for security

reasons the authorities would not let her return to her

home, but that was the price she had chosen to pay

when she fell in love with a son of communist

Russia.

But none of that was in Roli’s mind as he bounded

down the stairs for breakfast. His best friends Rano

and Amit were already there. He had friends back in

Russia, of course, but they never seemed to have

quite as much fun together.

After the usual squabble over breakfast, they went

outside.

Roli’s grandma had been quite well off, her late

husband having being reasonably well-to-do, there

being even a suggestion that he might have

descended from ancient nobility. Upon his death,

most of the money had gone to improve the lot of the

local villagers. Grandpa, Roli understood, had been a

kind man, but one prone to indulgence rather than

action, and in contrast grandma had taken practical

steps to make things better, paying for running water

to be extended to every home, sending a local man to

be trained as a doctor, and performing a multitude of

such goodnesses that ultimately made it one of the

happiest and most comfortable villages in the

country.

“What shall we do, Roli?” asked Rano.

Amit punched her in the arm. “Why don’t you ask

me? I get good ideas too.”

“Shut up,” she told him. “And don’t hit me.” She

ran off to the nearest field, leaping over the fence like

a gazelle. They guessed that she might be crying.

“Amit,” said Roli, after getting his friend in a

headlock, “do you have to be like that?”

“Yes I do.”

Roli twisted his ear, and the younger boy

screamed. Roli let him go abruptly, in case the noise

had brought his grandmother running.

No one came, and they ambled in the direction

Rano had taken.

“She was my friend first,” said Amit, kicking up

little whirls of dust.

“So?” Roli didn’t really know what he was getting

at.

“So she’s my friend, not yours. Why does she

always want to hear your ideas?”

Roli thought carefully about it, since his friend

seemed to be upset. He came to a conclusion. “I think

it’s because I am the best. And you stink, rather like

poo.”

Amit slapped him on the back of the head and ran

off laughing before Roli could react. Despite the

aching head, Roli was pleased to see his friend happy

again.

When he caught up with the other two, they

seemed to be reconciled, and plotting some kind of

adventure.

“My idea,” said Amit, “is that we should dig a hole

in the ground, and see how deep we can get. I have

read a book where it said there are dinosaurs under-

ground.”

“Fossils?” asked Rano. “I don’t want to dig all day

to find some boring rocks.”

“No, it’s not just that,” he explained. “It was a

book by Edgar Rice Burroughs, and there was a

The Terrible Trio Dig

to the Earth’s Core!
Stephen William Theaker
Silver Scribe Emperor

22 Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction 4 (Winter 2004)



whole world down there of dinosaurs and fighting.”

Roli made a doubting face. “It doesn’t seem

likely.”

Amit shrugged. “It is scientific fact that there are

living creatures beneath our feet, such as worms and

things. It is only logical that there are larger creatures

too. For example, on the surface of a lake, we can see

small creatures like flies and snakes, but deeper

down there are huge creatures like whales, sharks

and giant squid.”

“Wowser,” said Rano. “That would be fabulous. If

we found a giant spider or something we could take

it to Bombay or London and put it on show. We

would be the world-famous Rano Brothers!”

Roli thought that there might be something wrong

with Amit’s logic, but he had a great fondness for

digging, and so he wasn’t going to dissuade his

friends from their project.

And so they started digging, but what they ulti-

mately found was not what any of them expected.

Each of them had a small shovel, and they had to

take frequent rests. Roli’s grandmother brought them

several glasses of lemonade to keep their strength up

in the hot sun. Before long, they had dug a hole the

size of a small hut, and they had to consider the issue

of what to do with the excavated earth. Roli sug-

gested using it to build a castle, and so soon they had

two projects on the go.

After a few days of this, the three children were

sitting in their castle, sipping lemonade, and consid-

ering what to do next. The hole was now the size of

a medium-sized house, and people were beginning to

ask questions.

“What do you suggest?” asked Amit.

Roli ruminated a little. He had learnt this impor-

tant skill from his father, who would always say to

him, “Never be afraid to take time to think before

speaking, son!” To which his mother would counter,

“Remember also that there are times when you need

to speak before thinking, Roli, or else important

words may never be said.” He tended more towards

his father’s point of view, even at that age, though it

had yet to develop into the cast-iron trap it was in his

later years.

“I think,” interjected Rano, since Roli had left

them plenty of time to think for themselves, “that we

should continue to dig, but make a tunnel instead of

just a hole.”

“Yes,” said Amit. “I believe we should.”

“Yes,” said Rolnikov. “That is exactly what we

should do.”

They spent the next few days building a tunnelling

device. It proved necessary to engage some of the

other village children in the enterprise, but they were

happy to be involved, upon the promise that they

would be allowed to play in the mud castle from time

to time. The three friends were happy to make that

concession.

The first necessity was to abduct an elephant from

a nearby timber yard. They left a note explaining

their plans, and promised to bring back treasure

together with the elephant, one week from that date.

The village constable would probably have been

engaged nevertheless, were he not Amit’s father.

The next step was to place the elephant, who they

decided to call Mr Molephant, upon a gigantic tread-

mill, made from strong river reeds bound together by

the other children, placed upon a framework made

from strong but flexible young saplings. Amit and

Rano watched the children carefully to make sure

that their work was up to scratch, and when they

were satisfied, they let them go home to their worried

parents.

This apparatus then had to be connected to a large

drill head, which the three friends made by bashing

away at a large rock with smaller rocks. They con-

sidered surreptitiously borrowing hammers from the

blacksmith but knew that it was very dangerous to

play with real tools. Thus they worked through the

night, keeping the whole village awake (though the

banging and crashing sounds they made were so

alarming that no one ventured outdoors to investi-

gate), until as dawn approached they had virtually

completed their digging apparatus.

They quickly ran to their respective homes to have

breakfast and tell their families of their plans,

because they knew it was very dangerous to leave the

house without an adult knowing where they were

going.

Roli’s grandma looked at him through her funny

little spectacles. “You’re going to the earth’s core,

you say?”

“Yes, grandma. We’ve created a Molephantular

digging apparatus.”

“Well, so long as I know where you are. Don’t get

your clothes too dirty. You look like a proper little

gentleman in your lovely Russian suit, just like your

father did when he spirited away my little girl.

You’re not going to break any hearts are you?”

“No, grandma. I’m not even sure that there are

people in the earth’s core, so breaking hearts will be

very difficult.”

His grandma laughed. “Well, what about dear little

Rano? She follows you around like a little puppy.”

Roli screwed up his face. “No way, grandma,

don’t be so disgusting.”
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She laughed. “Have fun at the earth’s core, then,

and look after your friends.”

The conversations which Rano and Amit had with

their parents ran along similar lines, and all three met

up at the Molephant at 10.00 am. Of course, all three

were a bit tired, after staying up all night working on

the drill bit, but they had thought of that. Each had

pilfered from their homes a padded footstool, and

they tied all three to Mr Molephant’s back. They

were not exactly armchairs, but it would be comfort-

able enough for them to have a little nap on as they

descended through the crust of the Earth.

And that was what they did. They took it in turns

to sleep, two at a time, while the third guided the

Molephant on its way through the ground. Progress

was swift. During Roli’s turn at the reins, he won-

dered where they might end up. Perhaps in an under-

ground mole man’s kingdom, or in a land of

dinosaurs, in the Christian hell, or by the Greek river

Styx, or perhaps, as he had once read in a newspaper,

they would find a great fireball of molten lava, which

would shrivel their skin and utterly destroy the

Molephant the instant they encountered it. This was

not a cheerful thought, so Roli tried to think of some-

thing else. In those days he loved to sing, something

he soon grew out, and so he made up a song. Since

Rano and Amit were sleeping through the racket

made by the Molephant, he did not think there was

any danger of waking them.

“Off, off, off to the core

Of, of, of the earth,

Here, here, here we go,

To, to, a fiery death!”

He sang it quite a few times before reflecting on the

lyrics. It was a jolly tune, but it seemed his subcon-

scious worries were making themselves felt despite

his efforts.

Young Rolnikov reined in the Molephant and

tugged on one of his ears to get him to trumpet a bit.

He listened carefully to the echoes, and then woke

the others up. They stared at him by the light of the

four jars of fireflies hung at the corners of the

Molephant’s cage.

“What is it, Roli?” asked Rano blearily. “Are we

there yet?”

Amit looked around. “I don’t think so. We’re quite

a few miles down though. No sign of any subter-

ranean civilisations yet, Roli?”

“I was using the Molephant sounding device–” he

began, only for Amit to interrupt.

“What in the name of Uttar Pradesh is that?” He

had obviously woken up in a funny mood. He stood

up on his footstool and pounded his fists against the

tunnel roof. “I demand to know!”

Rano pulled at his sleeve. “He just means the ele-

phant’s trunk, jitterbrain.”

“Thou thunder gods smite me!” yelled Amit. “I

call on thee, mighty Thor, to smash my brains with a
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hammer!”

“Are you finished?” asked Roli. “I was just getting

to the interesting bit.”

“Sorry,” said Amit. He sat back down and crossed

his arms and legs. “I shall prevail, you know.”

Roli gave him a gentle punch on the shoulder. “Of

course you will, Amit, there’s no doubt of that. But

for now please listen. My soundings have shown that

not much further into the earth we will find a cavern

of some kind.”

Rano punched the air. “Wowser!”

Amit kept his arms and legs crossed, but yelled

“Yahoo!” with a smile.

“We don’t know what will be in there,” said Roli,

“but I am fully confident of finding dinosaurs, at

least, or giant worms. It only stands to reason. Do

either of you have any objections, and can you

confirm that your parents know where you are?”

“Yes they do,” said Amit, “and I understand that

there may be dinosaurs. In fact, if there are not at

least giant worms, you will be held to account for

instigating this boring adventure.”

“Oh,” said Roli, “it’s hardly been boring!”

“Ha ha,” laughed Amit, “I was making a joke.

Boring, you see!”

They all laughed, but then they had to drink some

water because of the dust that got into their throats.

“What about you, Rano?” said Roli once they had

pulled themselves back together.

“My parents do know where I am,” she confirmed.

“They asked that if I were to be eaten by a monster,

a telegram should be sent at the earliest opportunity.”

“I think we can arrange that, so long as we too are

not eaten.”

“Right,” shouted Amit, “let’s go! I am six years

old and not getting any younger! Let’s do it before

we’re too old to enjoy it properly!”

“Molephant on!” shouted Roli.

“Forward ho!” shouted Rano.

Within minutes they had broken into the expected

cavern – but it was not the cavern they expected. The

Molephant rolled into it and came to a stop in front

of a shining door. It was at least four metres high, and

three wide – easily large enough for the whole

Molephant to fit through, and being children, that

was the first thought on their minds. It was wooden,

at least apparently, and in the style of a English front

door. It was white, but its edges glittered with a blue

sparkling light that frittered itself into the surround-

ing darkness. There was no frame, and the door was

free-standing in the middle of the cavern, which

made it all the more mysterious.

“It’s not a dinosaur,” said Amit grumpily.

“What is up with you today?” asked Rano.

“You’ve been funny ever since you woke up. I think

this is very intriguing.”

“I think he misses his mummy,” laughed Roli.

“She’s normally there when he wakes up with a

cuddle for him.”

“I do not cuddle my mother!” He set his jaw.

“Well I suppose that explains why you are so

grumpy,” said Roli. “Whenever you wake up, you

are reminded of how your mother does not cuddle

you in the morning!”

“Shut up,” said Amit. “My mother does cuddle

me! But I am very grown-up and I just let her cuddle

me so that she is happy. At least my mother can stand

being in the same country as me.”

“Now you just watch it!” said Roli angrily. “We

were just having a joke and that is pushing it too far!”

“Well, don’t say things about my mother and there

won’t be a problem, will there?”

Unnoticed by the quarrelling boys, Rano had got

off the Molephant and gone to investigate the door.

Walking all the way around it, she confirmed her

inital suspicions that there was something magical,

or at least, she corrected herself, something so scien-

tifically amazing that it took on the appearance of

magic to her eyes, about the door. She got as close to

it as she dared, and was frighted by the way a few

strands of unbound hair began to float up towards it.

She quickly retied her topknot.

The boys were still arguing, over something and

nothing, but she was able to phase them out, ignoring

them to listen intently to the door. It made no overt

noise, nothing that she could point to or say, “that,

right there, is a noise!”, but she felt a tingle in her

ears, and a rumble in her feet. It intrigued her, and as

a powerful sense of intrigue was one of her guiding

motivations in life, she reached out a hand, gingerly,

and then poked a finger toward the door. There was

no electric shock, no violent alteration in her being,

and if she were to be pressed on the matter, she

would have confessed to a tiny bit of disappointment

in that. She took her finger away and walked back to

the boys.

They were staring at her in amazed horror.

“Where did you go?” demanded Amit.

“Oh,” she replied, “you finally realised I walked

away from your silly argument?”

“That’s not what Amit means,” said Roli with awe

and sincerity in his voice. “You actually disap-

peared.”

“What?”

“For about ten minutes, you were gone,” said

Amit, rushing to grab her hand. “We saw you
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walking over to investigate the door, and then I think

you must have touched it. We thought you were

dead! Disintegrated!”

“Well I wasn’t,” she said sternly. “And if I were, it

would have served you both right for neglecting the

spirit of scientific inquiry in favour of petty squab-

bling. By rights, one of you should have touched it

before me. It would only have been polite.”

“I think it is a portal of some kind,” said Amit,

quickly recovering and releasing Rano’s hand with a

shake. “I think it might take us somewhere.”

“How do we know it is safe?” asked Roli. “It must

have been buried for a reason.”

Rano was thoughtful. “When I approached, I felt a

kind of rumble. Is is possible that that is what

brought us here, that at some level it was guiding the

Molephant here, perhaps even guiding our actions on

the planet’s surface? I think we might have been

brought here for a reason. I think I didn’t go through

the portal, because I only touched it, I didn’t walk

through. But touching it was enough to change me

somehow, perhaps to an electrical form – if I had

then passed through the door, I might have found

myself somewhere else, reconverted to human form,

as I was when I removed my hand from it.”

Amit clapped his hands. “Those are my thoughts

exactly!”

“Well then,” said Roli, climbing back onto the

Molephant, “it seems our minds are made up.”

Rano and Amit were back upon their perches in

seconds.

“Let’s drive the Molephant through,” said Rano.

Roli started the Molephant moving.

“Forward!” cried Amit. “To adventure!”
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Having successfully escaped from the authorities,

Flipstanley VII was in a quandary as to what to do

next. Bobop was only a small town, and returning to

it might prove unwise, since there would be so few

opportunities to hide himself, not to mention the dif-

ficulties of procuring oil and other necessary food-

stuffs. But on the other hand, there was nowhere else

within easy reach, unless he acquired some means of

transportation. Hopton Village was roughly a

hundred kilometres away, and though he could make

it overnight, with no certainty of finding shelter or

supplies there, it was a risk. The villagers might wake

in the morning to find him rusted to immobility on

the village common.

“You’ll never take me alive!” he shouted at Bobop,

a speck on the horizon, waving a fist. Then, suddenly

feeling foolish, he lifted an hand to shade his eyes,

and engaged his mode of optimum opticality, which

meant temporarily disengaging his hearing.

There were no signs of pursuit, but he felt sure that

it would only be a matter of time. He was a wanted

fugitive, after all, a dangerous criminal of the lowest

order! If they caught him he would get his gizmos

blown, no doubt, and that was something he was keen

to avoid. 

Suddenly he felt a great rumbling in his feet. He

could not hear anything, but then remembered to re-

engage his hearing. He couldn’t believe his ears! It

sounded as if the very earth beneath him was tearing

itself apart. Flipstanley staggered back, anxious not to

be caught in any imminent cataclysm. Before his very

eyes, a huge block of stone rotated up through the

surface.

“Astonishing!” he exclaimed. “Do I stand at the

birth of a new mountain?”

But his astonishment did not end there.

The stone pushed through the gap it had opened to

be followed by the most incredible combination of

contraption and monstrosity, beyond anything he

might ever have imagined. A flimsy looking frame-

work of, he thought incredulously, grass, harboured a

huge grey animal with an arm in the middle of its face

and two white horns poking out of its cheeks. It con-

sidered Flipstanley with serene black eyes.

And yet, there was more!

Now that the creature was fully emerged,

Flipstanley saw three small brown children sitting

upon its back.

“Hello,” waved a boy, who seemed to be the oldest

of them.

“Ho there!” said a younger boy, leaping down from

the creature’s back to shake his hand.

“Hiya,” said a girl, drawing in the reins of the crea-

ture and bringing it to rest. She hopped down to meet

Flipstanley too.

“Hello,” said the android, rather taken aback. “My

name is Flipstanley VII.”

Roli, Amit and Rano were no less amazed than

Flipstanley. They had passed through the door, only

to find themselves emerging into the light of this

strange new sun, with no intervening digging. If they

had been concerned enough, they could have looked

behind themselves into a shallow hole to see a second

door that was the twin of the one beneath Uttar

Pradesh. But they were too excited about the new

world they had discovered, and so they did not see the

door shimmer one final time and disappear, leaving

behind nothing but a muddy patch in a grassy hill.

Flipstanley shook hands with Rano and Roli, and

all three children gave their names. “Are you from
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Alpha.One?” he asked. “You don’t look like the

people here.”

“No,” said Amit, “we are humans from a planet

called Earth.”

“In that case I should explain, my little human

chums, that I am an artificial life form, an android.”

The children had thought that he looked odd, but

not outrageously so. He had light brown skin,

medium length black hair, and brown eyes. The shape

of his face was a bit odd, but they had just put that

down to him being an alien of some kind, or at least

being some kind of future human colonist. Rano said

as much to him.

“It is funny you should say that, and you are intu-

itively very close to the truth,” he replied. “Because it

is actually due to my android nature that I look as

human as I do. Alpha.One is a human colony, though

I do not know whether it is in your future, past or

present!” He said this very dramatically, and the chil-

dren looked at each other while he pointed one long

spindly finger into the air. He waved it about a bit,

and then continued. “The humans of this world,

exposed to the odd radiations of our sun, would look

strange to your eyes, with their green skins and hair

of various colours – orange, purple and joso – a

colour created by the light of this sun that would

astonish your eyes!”

“How fascinating,” said Roli. “That we should find

ourselves on a far-off world, yet meet not its

denizens, but instead their metallic servant.”

The smile fell suddenly from Flipstanley’s face

and he drew himself up to his full height. “I will have

you know that I am a denizen. I may be an artificial

man, but there is nothing artificial about my denizen-

ship.”

Amit stood on his tiptoes to examine the android’s

face more carefully. He declared, “I think he is telling

the truth.”

“There you go!” said Flipstanley. “I am no mere

servant! I am self-determining!”

Rano grabbed on of the android’s hands and ran

around him as if he was an English maypole. She

began to sing:

“Dance, dance, whichever world you’re on,

I like to dance, sing, and I like to run!

Ha ha ha, hee hee hee, I love fun!”

“Stop that!” said Flipstanley, alarmed. He grabbed

Rano, gently but firmly, and made her stop dancing.

He fearfully scanned the horizon.

Amit narrowed his eyes.

“What is it?” asked Roli. “What made you think he

isn’t just a servant?”

Amit pulled Rano away from the android and

stood in front of her, crossing his arms in a very fierce

way for a boy of six. “I believe he is telling the truth

when he says he is self-determining because he is

something that no menial brainless robot could ever

be!”

“What is it?” asked Rano with a shiver, putting a

hand on his shoulder to steady her nerves.

“I think I know now,” said Roli, his usually trust-

ing eyes developing a steely glint – it was many years

before his eyes hardened permanently. He moved to

stand by Amit, facing the android with a tough glare.

“He is a criminal!” shouted Amit, pointing an

accusing finger. “Look at his shifty eyes, the way he

checks the skies every few moments; his scuffed

clothes; his being out here without any honest

purpose; then his pride, then his boldness in address-

ing aliens like us so casually!”

“You mean he has nothing to fear!” said Rano.

“The most dangerous kind of criminal of all.”

“Well,” said Roli, summoning all his courage,

“what have you to say for yourself, Flipstanley?” 

Flipstanley sighed, checked the horizon another

time, and then sat on the grass. “It is hard to explain,”

he said, “but you are clearly very intelligent, despite

your tiny size. I am sure you will understand.”

The three children sat down too, although Rano

jumped up again after a moment and ran to free Mr

Molephant from his harness. “Don’t eat too much

grass at once,” she warned him, calling towards one

big ear, “we don’t know if it will be compatible with

our biology. So if you feel sick, just spit it out and

wait till we get home!”

Once she was sitting back down, Flipstanley

began. “It is true that I am on the run, having escaped

from the authorities. But the law I was arrested for

breaking was a stupid one.”

Roli frowned. Like any good child, he knew that

although the rules made by adults often appeared

ridiculous or pointless to him, they were made for a

reason; usually to protect him. It was for this reason

that he was always so careful to let his grandmother

know where he was going when he went out to play.

(Thinking of his grandmother like that made him

remember that they should really try to be back in

time for evening tea.)

“What was your crime?” asked Roli, sounding for

all the world like a powder-wigged high court judge.

“That is the funny thing,” said Flipstanley. “You

will really laugh to hear it. My crime was dancing.

No one here is allowed to dance.”

“So that’s why you stopped me?” said Rano.

“Because I was breaking the law?”
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“That’s right,” he said.

“Why thank you then,” she said. “They say that

ignorance of the law is no defence and so you have

saved me from a life of crime. Oh, I would have been

terrible, robbing banks, forging papers, maybe even

assassinating people, who knows.” She drifted into a

kind of reverie. “Perhaps I shouldn’t be thanking you,

after all!”

Flipstanley laughed.

Suddenly they heard the wailing of a far-off siren,

and Flipstanley leapt to his feet.

“Oh no!” he shouted, this is what I was worried

about, they have found me! They will blast all my

gizmos from Alpha to Omega! Please, you must help

me, I didn’t do anything wrong!”

Rano and Amit looked at Roli. He looked at the

horizon, noticing for the first time the speck of

Bobop. There were now two other specks hovering

above it; after a few seconds watching, he was sure

that they were the source of the siren noise, but he

wondered why they did not appear to be approaching.

“It seems like we have plenty of time to decide,”

he said to the others.

“Well, that’s it,” replied Flipstanley, who was still

panicky, “the dancing thing is only one manifestation

of the main element of the law here – you cannot

move quickly at all. If I had danced very, very slowly

there probably would not have been any problem.”

“But where would be the fun in that?” asked Rano.

She was taking quite a shine to their android acquain-

tance.

“Exactly,” said Flipstanley, with a nod. “If you are

going to dance, you really do have to put some energy

into it. Anyway, that’s why the police skycars are

moving so slowly, it’s all part of the law, no excep-

tions. I was going a bit doo-lally in Bobop, always

having to crawl, slouch and shuffle when I am

designed to race, leap and boogie.”

“At least we don’t have to worry about getting

arrested ourselves, given our mode of transport. Old

Mr Molephant loves to take his time.” asked Roli.

“Have you not always lived on this planet?”

“Oh, no, I was built somewhere else, but I had a

terrible time of it. Perhaps once we are in safety I

could tell you the tale, but suffice to say that society

came crashing down about my ears, through no fault

of my own, and I was packed up and shipped out to

this place. It was fine at first, a nice change of pace

after the chaos of my formative years, but lately it just

got too much and I felt myself compelled to open a

dance school. Little did I know that once again,

society would come crashing down!”

Rano was laughing, and so was Amit, despite

himself. “Let’s help him,” they both said together.

“He hasn’t done anything wrong, really,” said the

little girl.

“I suppose there’s room at the back of the

Molephant,” said Roli, “if you can hang on.”

“Oh, I will!” said Flipstanley with joy.

So they reharnessed the Molephant, who seemed

to be suffering no ill health from eating the grass, and

began to dig into the ground again. Their initial plan

was to go back through the portal, and return to India,

where they were sure that Flipstanley would be able

to make himself useful, with all that energy which

had been going to waste on this sleepy planet. But as

they started to dig, they began to be puzzled. The

portal was gone, and what’s more, there seemed to be

no rock layer under the ground here, just a thin gravel

which the Molephant made very short work of.

“This is bizarre,” said Roli. “Where is all the crust?

It’s not like a normal planet at all.”

The others shrugged.

“Maybe the portal sank down to a rocky level,”

suggested Rano.

“Possibly,” said Roli, “but it seems very strange.

Still, since we don’t have any better ideas I suppose

we shall have to continue.”

Unknown to the three small adventurers and their

new friend, the skycars of the police had, by this

point, finally reached the place where all the digging

had begun. Two officers emerged from them, taking

their time, of course. One strolled over to the upset

earth left in the wake of the Molephant.

“This could be serious,” she said to the other

officer. “We shall have to call the relevant authorities

and set up a safe perimeter.”

“By all that is Alpha, what drove that android to

such madness? He’s putting every one of us in

danger, with this unimaginable behaviour! And

although we were a long way off, it looked to me like

those were children with him!”

The first officer stretched to her feet and adjusted

her visor. “Remember, most people don’t know what

we know, for their own good, for their own peace of

mind.”

“I know, but still, moving so quickly, dancing, and

now burrowing! It’s beyond all thinking!”

“Most people here on Alpha.One simply don’t

have the energy to do something like this, and our

homegrown androids are designed to match.

Flipstanley is from another world. He probably has

no idea what he’s about to discover down there…

He’s not bad at heart, and I don’t think he would take

those children into such terrible danger if he knew. If

he had even the slightest inkling…”
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At that very moment the Molephant slammed into

the inner hull of the Alpha.One, and smashed an

opening in seconds, before anyone had a chance to

react. As the Molephant pushed on through the hole,

the jagged metal ripped at the bindings of the frame-

work, and even as they emerged into the gravity-free

space between the two hulls the contraption fell apart.

The three children held onto their footstools,

through fear rather than because it made any differ-

ence, as they started to float free.

“What the heck!” yelled Amit. “This is crazy!

Where are we!”

Flipstanley VII was still holding onto the denuded

Mr Molephant. “I don’t believe it!” he yelled. “Who

could ever have guessed?”

Roli looked at the curvature of the two walls of the

metal cavern in which they found themselves – he

speculated that it was as if they were in the gap

between a bowling ball and the snug bag holding it.

Their momentum had already carried them five

metres or so away from the hole they had created in

the wall of the bowling ball, but it would take another

few minutes for them to hit the other side.

He turned to look at Flipstanley. “I think I’ve got it

– is Alpha.One a space station, not a planet?” 

“Until now,” said the android, “I had no idea. Why

would they lie about something like that? I never saw

any clue.”

“How strange that is,” said Rano, trying to keep

her mind off what was to her quite clearly a predica-

ment, even if none off the others seemed prepared to

acknowledge it as such. “I would have expected

something like that to be a permeating element in

their culture, both their art and literature, and as part

of their intellectual make-up.”

“Perhaps it is,” said Flipstanley, “and I just never

noticed. I never knew to look.”

“Or perhaps it’s a secret!” cried Amit. “Perhaps it’s

a conspiracy!” He yelled at the top of his voice, “It

isn’t a planet!” 

They all went quiet for a moment to listen to the

echoes as they rang around the cavern. Thirty seconds

later the echoes had started to die down, but then

picked up again from the other side.

“Wowser,” said Rano. “This is a big place!” Then

she began to apply herself to their problem. She lifted

the footstool out from under her bottom and picked

away at the weave – soon she had a length of twine a

couple of metres long. She showed the others what

she had done and then explained her thinking. “We

are in danger here, but the most immediate danger is

of getting separated – if we are, there won’t be any

way for us to get back together – we don’t have any

kind of propulsion.”

“What a shame that Roli hasn’t had any beans

today,” laughed Amit.

Roli scowled while Rano laughed.

“So I thought we might be able to use this twine to

keep us all connected,” she said.

Everyone agreed that it was a good idea, so Roli

and Amit followed her example and disassembled

their footstools. Rano carefully tied one end of her

twine around her wrist in a safety loop – she knew

how terrible it might be if the cord got so tight that it

cut off her circulation, or even tighter, so that it cut

her hand right off! The safety loop was tied close

enough that it wouldn’t come over her hand, unless

she wanted to, but it couldn’t slip any tighter. She

threw the other end of the twine in Flipstanley’s

direction – of course, being an android he did not

need to take any precautions, but she talked Amit and

Roli through the appropriate knots once they were

ready. Then Roli threw the other end of his twine to

Amit, and Roli threw the other end of his twine to

Rano, and they were all soon linked in a chain.

Amit was looking at Mr Molephant with some

concern.

“What’s up?” asked Flipstanley. “I’m not hurting

him, am I? Do I need to get off the poor grey guy?”

“It’s not that,” said Amit. “I’ve just realised that if

we arrive at the far wall in this current configuration,

we’re all going to be crushed when the Molephant

lands upon us.”

“I was thinking that too,” said Roli. “We’re going

to have to kick away from him.”

Rano was horrified. “But that means he’ll be sent

off on his own. He’ll probably die alone, left to

starve, remembering forty years of friends, and won-

dering who brought him here to die. Even if he sur-

vives, he will never forgive us!”

“I’m not so sure,” said Flipstanley. “From my brief

acquaintance with him, I think that Mr Molephant is

as possessed of the spirit of adventure as any of you,

and he understands what needs to be done.”

“Perhaps it’s true,” said Rano, “look into his eyes.

A thousand elephants live and die in timber yards

every day, but here is Mr Molephant, the first ele-

phant to die in space! A true adventurer!”

Amit agreed. “We wouldn’t have been able to get

here if he had simply refused to drill us into the

ground.”

“If you have convinced yourselves that it is alright

to let him die alone,” said Roli, “let’s do it now before

it comes more urgent.”

Flipstanley gently reeled in the twine until all four

were together, then each at the same time leapt a little
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forward, a little to the side, and Mr Molephant began

to sail sadly away.

Propelled by their momentum, they continued to

float across the void until they crashed against the

other wall, which they had long since realised was the

outer hull of the Alpha.One space station. No one

took the risk of trying to stand – without gravity, the

slightest push away from the wall and they might be

stranded in mid-air, possibly without the momentum

to ever reach the other side.

They were all trying not to look at Mr Molephant,

who did not look as if he would be out of sight before

he hit the outer wall.

“Look at the hole we made,” said Roli, pointing to

it. “It’s moving away from us.”

“Is that just because of the way we jumped away

from Mr Molephant?” wondered Amit.

“No, I’ve been watching it. It looks like the inner

hull rotates, perhaps to create the earth-like gravity

we felt inside the station.”

“That means it’ll be very hard to get back,” said

Rano. “We’re going to be stuck out here till someone

comes to rescue us.”

“Do you think anyone will?” said Roli, somewhat

bitterly. “Flipstanley?”

“I don’t see any bones,” said the android. “So if

anyone else has ever got out here, they got rescued.”

“Or cleaned up,” said Roli.

At this point Flipstanley is prepared to make a pro-

posal which may offend the ears of any sensitive or

indeed any human readers, so they might wish to skip

a page or two, which they can do in all surety of

missing no important plot details. (In fact this applies

to most pages – you could quite happily skip to the

end of the book and miss very little.) “There is no

food here,” he said, “and I can see that you have no

food with you.”

“That’s true,” said Amit sadly. “We might not even

be able to survive long enough to be rescued.”

“I have a proposal to make,” said Flipstanley, “if

you have strong stomachs.”

“We are not eating Mr Molephant!” shouted Rano.

None of them could resist looking his way, and they

saw something quite amazing – Mr Molephant was

about to hit the outer hull but he twisted around so

that he was facing the hull, coiled up his trunk, and

once it touched the metal, he let it uncoil and push

him back into the air like a grasshopper – or at least

like a grasshopper that weighed a tonne and leapt

using its nose.

“He’s off the menu anyway,” said Amit. “He must

have heard you.”

“Oh, how could you!” she said through stern lips.

“And you, Flipstanley, how could you suggest such a

thing? You truly are inhuman.”

“No, dear lady, no! That was not my suggestion at

all – Mr Molephant would not have liked that, and

one has to respect his wishes.”

“Thank goodness,” said Rano.

“As you must respect mine.”

Amit peered at him. “What do you mean?”

“You are all going to starve out here, with no food

to eat. What you may not have realised is that

although on the inside I am composed of nuts and

bolts, my skin is perfectly organic, and what’s more,

you could eat me till there was none left and I would-

n’t feel a thing, so long as I turned off my damage

sensors.”

The three children were so disgusted that they had

to hold their stomachs and grit their teeth to prevent

themselves throwing up.

“Why have you gone so green?” asked Flipstanley.

“Aren’t you hungry? Look, it’s really tasty! Damage

sensors off!” He pulled a chunk of skin away from his

arm and held it up in front of Roli. “Dinnertime!”

Roli vomited, but at least he had the presence of

mind to point his mouth in the right direction, and the

yellow gunk flew out into the void, away from them.

Of course, this triggered Rano and Amit and they

both threw up too. Luckily no one was hit.

“I see that my actions have had the opposite effect

from that desired. I wanted to put food into your

mouths but in fact I have brought it out! I shall not

speak on this topic again.” He slapped the skin back

onto his arm, and turned his damage sensors back on.

It hurt for a moment – or at least his android brain

simulated a feeling of pain – and then his automatic

repair systems worked to knit the skin back into

place. “At least not until your starvation has made

you less squeamish.”

The children were fortunate, and Flipstanley’s skin

was saved. The authorities arrived shortly in little

skycars and took them back to the space station.

When they landed back on the obviously less firm

than it seemed ground of Alpha.One, they were glad

to see that Mr Molephant had got there before them.

“Oh Mr Molephant!” cried Rano. “I’m so glad to

see you safe and sound.”

“Whatever he is, you have him to thank for your

speedy rescue.” said a visored police officer. She

explained, “He managed to grab an outspur of the

inner hull with his trunk, and began to batter on the

metal with all four feet. The people of Hopton Village

thought there was an earthquake going on, and since

I had already alerted the authorities as to your actions,

following our pursuant of Flopstanley VII from
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Bobop Town, they had a good idea as to what the

sound might mean. They opened up a service

entrance and let us come and get you.”

Roli looked at her warily, with little trust in his

eyes. “But why did you need Mr Molephant to get

your attention if you already knew we were down

here?”

“You were going to let us die!” shouted Amit.

“Not me,” she said. “It was the station authorities.

They keep a tight rein on everything here, and they

were worried that brought back to the surface, you

might blow the whole thing wide open.”

“And why would that be a bad thing?” asked Rano.

“Isn’t it better for people to know the truth?”

“Not always,” said the police officer. “Imagine the

panic, everyone running around, it would be a disas-

ter!”

“Is there a connection in some way, is that it?”

asked Amit. “Is the fact that Alpha.One is a space

station somehow related to the prohibition on rapid

movement?”

The police officer patted him on the head, to his

great discomfort. “That’s right, little boy. The rotation

of the inner hull is balanced on a knife edge, and were

it to stop in its tracks, we simply don’t have the ability

any more to restart it. The authorities are concerned

that rapid movement in any direction could act to

slow or even halt that rotation.”

Rano was quite happy to find her ideas confirmed.

“So living in a space station really does permeate

your culture, but in a way so subtle that it was not

immediately noticeable.”

Now that Flipstanley VII understood the reasons

for not dancing he agreed to take things a bit easier,

and the police officer agreed not to arrest him. He had

learnt that same lesson that all good children know –

that the rules of adults exist for a reason, even if those

reasons are somewhat obscure. Flipstanley may have

been the size of an adult, but he had been built that

way, and by his own estimation he had only been

functioning for six years or so, and so one might say

that he had just as much left to learn as Roli and his

friends. He said as much to them.

“Everyone has to learn,” said Roli, summoning all

his years of wisom. “And it is difficult to do so when

for their own reasons adults choose to obfuscate and

mislead. None of this would have happened if

Flipstanley had known the truth. Perhaps the people

of Alpha.One should be treated with a little more

respect.”

“At one level I agree,” replied the police officer,

“and I feel bad every time I have to cover something

like this up. But you have to remember that people

are essentially stupid. Humans have evolved socially,

at least here, to the point where self-preservation is no

longer their main motivation. They assume that

someone else, the authorities, will take care of that

for them. And so, that responsibility removed, they

would willingly throw themselves into all kinds of

danger, and even, in my opinion, put the safety of the

entire station at risk, just for the sake of entertaining

themselves. Look at the three of you. Did you ever

consider the dangers inherent in burrowing to the

core of your planet? What if lava had found its way

up through your tunnel and a volcano had been born

in your back yard?”

The three children looked sheepish.

The authorities then helped the children (from a

distance – they instructed the police officer via a

communicator in her visor) to find the portal – it was

still nearby, but had become temporarily invisible due

to a solar flare – and after saying farewell to their new

friends they climbed aboard Mr Molephant.

“The authorities have remotely probed the portal,”

said the police officer, “and using radio commands

they have been able to reset your destination so that

you will emerge upon the surface of your world, now

that your drilling apparatus has been destroyed.”

“Thank you,” said Roli.

“It still seems very sad to me,” said Rano, “even

though we know the reason, to have a whole world of

people who cannot dance…”

“Maybe one day,” said Amit, “once we have devel-

oped our mechanical skills, we will return here, meet

these mysterious authorities, and fix the rotation of

the hull.”

“And then everyone will be able to dance!” said

Flipstanley.

“So don’t forget how!” ordered Rano.

When they got home they found that the summer

was almost over and everyone had assumed they

were dead, except for Roli’s grandma. She assumed

they would be back eventually and carried on making

olu praunti for them every Sunday. Happily they

arrived back home at 10.45 am Earth time on a

Sunday.

After they had all eaten their fill, they returned Mr

Molephant to the timber yard.

“Oh, I’m so glad no one ate you,” said Rano,

giving one of his legs a hug as they said goodbye.

“Thank you for forcing the authorities to save our

lives. I’ll never forget you.”

But of course by the time Roli returned from

Russia the following summer she had forgotten all

about the elephant, in the way children sometimes do.
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