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Dedication

A victorious thumbs-up, in no particular order, to Maria, Gareth, Chris, Yvonne and Andy – the finest amateur editors there are!

And a victoriously thumbed nose at Keri!


Prophecy for Fun

Ignoring the frantic cries of startled protest from the secretary, the thirteen-hole Prayer-Wear Boots of the Highest Priest smashed their way into the head office of the Bifurcated and Tubular Sundial Company Ltd and stomped onwards. Waving his arms in a dazzling blur of wild gestures (and neatly sidestepping the ricocheting oak door) the indigo-clad figure surged forcefully towards the latest cowering victim.

‘Are you ready for the next life?’ he demanded, surfing in on tides of faith, vast uncharted oceans of robes billowing from the high prows of his advancing shoulders. The High Priest’s eyes smouldered with the passion of a man with a mission as he halted before the desk, raised his hands and adopted the traditional cruciformly imperious stance of St Lucre.

‘N … not yet. You’re early!’ protested the little man feebly, his quill dribbling a trail of suddenly irrelevant ink.

‘Does Death consult sundials? Do Demons keep diaries?’ snapped the High Priest, rhetorically waving a long finger. ‘Punctuality is not the concern of those from the other side. Or do you perhaps have foreknowledge of when your personal End is Nigh, eh, Naximanda?’

‘I … I …’ struggled the man, his pale eyes darting nervously behind his thick spectacles like a pair of terrified tadpoles in the final, trembling moments of terminal stage-fright.

‘Are you prepared for your Appointed Time?’ demanded the High Priest, his teeth sticking out like ancient gravestones.

‘N …’

‘Post-mortal future secured?’ snapped His Eminence, Bharkleed the Fervently Exalted, freelance religious advisor and personal posthumous affairs co-ordinator, his white beard quivering with religious fervour as he lurched over the desk and pointed at the terrified ventricles of his latest victim’s heart. ‘Bags packed for the greatest journey of your worthless existence?’ he growled, nostrils flaring with eager excitement. Bharkleed could sense the growing fear in the little man’s body: see his victim’s sudden attack of theological agoraphobia as his soul stared across the widening Plains of Eternal Damnation. The High Priest shrieked wildly, clapping his hands as Naximanda saw himself in the manner Bharkleed willed him to – as an irritating spot of scabby dandruff upon the pin-striped finery of Infinity’s black-padded shoulders.

But Naximanda was scabby dandruff with a difference.

He had money. Pots and pots of it!

He wasn’t the internationally renowned inventor of the best-selling self-illuminating ‘Nocturne’ sundial and founder of the Bifurcated and Tubular Sundial Company Ltd for nothing! But, sundials were one thing; souls, especially his very own, were an entirely different matter.

‘If you died today, would you be a happy phantom?’ trilled His Effulgence, Hirsuit the Very Enpedestalled, grinning manically over Bharkleed’s colourfully trimmed left shoulder. Naximanda attempted to answer. And gurgled pathetically.

‘Have you ever considered how long it takes to get a reservation with Charon?’ asked His Eminence Bharkleed folding his arms and placing his bearded chin in his hand, one finger pointing subliminally hellward. ‘And have you the faintest inkling of what one obolus is worth these days?’

The managing director’s eyeballs trembled, his brow wrinkling like an exhausted and grossly understuffed corduroy pillow.

‘Is rented accommodation cheaper in Hades if you’re already cremated?’ asked the third High Priest, His Emmolient, Whedd the Most Lubricious, rubbing his hands oilily. ‘And where are the hotest nightspots to be seen at if you’re an upwardly mobile demon, eh?’

‘As you can see, Naximanda,’ said Bharkleed making the phrase sound more like a command as he stared deep into the twitching tadpole pupils of the little man and drew up a seat, ‘there are hundreds, nay, thousands of questions to be addressed upon the event of your demise. I mean, have you ever heard of any person of a recently deceased nature rushing about changing his life savings into obuls just to pay Charon? You wouldn’t believe how old fashioned he is, one obolus or nothing! And there’s no other way over the Styx, let me tell you. Get it sorted before it’s too late or you’ll be really stung. See, between you and me, the exchange rates for the animationally challenged are absolutely shocking. Shocking! No securities, see? Bad credit risk.’

Hirsuit nodded enthusiastically, his expression displaying earnest concern and moved a menacing inch closer. Whedd smiled unctuously.

‘That’s why more and more people are turning to us for help in planning for what is, after all, inevitable.’ An indigo-clad arm extended across the parchment strewn table towards Naximanda and flicked a card beneath his vibrating nose. ‘There’s only three things certain in a person’s life – birth, death and the essentiality of making reservations.’

Naximanda shrugged a pair of extremely baffled shoulders. Conversations like this just shouldn’t happen on Tuesday mornings.

‘Let’s face it,’ continued High Priest Bharkleed, tapping the tip of the managing director’s nose with the corner of the card until he took it. ‘Death’s an occasion that is far from stress free at the best of times without having to worry about details like reservations, monetary exchange, excess baggage allowance …’

‘…?’ shrieked Naximanda’s panicking eyes, looking up from the white rectangle in his hand.

‘Oh! Didn’t you hear? Thought everyone knew! Rhamyseehz the ninth. You know him, died a couple of years back, well he really got stung for excess baggage, I can tell you. It was all those horses, and servants, and wives. Half of them weren’t dead! It’s extra if you want to get into Hades if you haven’t been dead for at least three days. Quarantine, you know. Really fussy about that, they are.’

‘Wha…?’ struggled Naximanda opening and closing his mouth slowly.

‘Still, good thing you can insure for that now, eh?’ continued Bharkleed, his tongue licking across his angular teeth.

‘Insu…?’

‘Vital. Never leave life without it!’

‘But, what…?’

‘… can go wrong?’ interrupted Bharkleed grinning sharkishly. ‘You just wouldn’t believe it!’

‘Double-booking,’ offered Hirsuit over the High Priest’s indigo shoulder.

Naximanda’s eyebrows made a leap up his forehead.

‘Double…?’

‘Happens more often than you might imagine,’ said Bharkleed, joining his hands beneath his chin in an attempt at choir-boyish innocence, and fighting off an urge to flutter his eyebrows for added effect. ‘Half a dozen demons off sick in Immigration, coupled with a sudden bout of enthusiasm by Pestilence, or dear old War being a bit trigger happy and the nice cosy windowseat you had booked has vanished. Along with your fare and your baggage, if it’s been loaded. No use complaining. Can’t do anything about it, except wait for the next free seat.’

‘How long…?’

‘Who can say. Could be the next crossing, could be weeks, or centuries! That’s the snag with Eternal Damnation. No hurry to get problems sorted, and without insurance they won’t hold your accommodation. Let me tell you, you don’t want to be homeless in Hell for a millisecond longer than you have to. If you think that nothing worse can happen to you once you’re dead … well, then you’ll have a very unpleasant surprise.’

‘How?’

‘… can it get worse? Yeech! You don’t want to know,’ interrupted Hirsuit, cringing as if imagining a series of unpleasant happenings at the absolute extreme ultra-violent end of the rainbow of stygian torment. He rolled his eyes.

‘You don’t need a body to have pain inflicted on you,’ slimed Whedd, gloating as he grimaced over Bharkleed’s other shoulder. ‘Heard of people losing limbs in accidents and still feeling them burning, screaming with pain, years afterwards?’

Naximanda nodded, wishing he hadn’t.

‘Well, imagine that, over your whole body, every single sensitive bit, all the soft, delicate, fragile …’

‘Whedd, please!’ interrupted Bharleed. ‘I’m sorry. My Most Lubricious Brother does become a little carried away at some points. I do apologise if he upset you. Just wasn’t called for.’

Naximanda twitched and turned the colour of three-week-old spinach and blue cheese mousse.

‘All this unnecessary unpleasantness can be avoided, see? No need to risk it!’ Bharkleed grinned, leaning closer. ‘How’d you like a guaranteed Happy-Ever-Afterlife in our specially built, all new Condominium for the Cremated. A multi-storeyed complex which takes the standard of Hadean accommodation into a new and golden age. Yes, you may be in Hell, but it’ll feel like heaven. Interested? Join us today and we can offer you substantial peace-of-mind discounts for you and your family.’

‘How do I…?’

‘Join the Most Elevated Church of St Lucre the Unwashed? Couldn’t be easier. Simply believe,’ answered His Eminence, Bharkleed the Fervently Exalted.

‘What?’

‘Believe,’ insisted Bharkleed.

‘Oh. What in?’

‘The absolute and unshakable knowledge that by signing this piece of parchment you are entering into the most secure business deal of your after-life, thus ensuring your safe and trouble-free passage to a place of ultimate rest,’ said Bharkleed producing a large and ornately illuminated document and unrolling it before Naximanda. ‘Brother Hirsuit, the Sacred Quill, if you please.’

‘What’s that…?’ began Naximanda staring at the parchment.

‘Just to say that you have heard the Message of The High Priests of the highest of the Elevated Churches and that you have no questions, whatsoever.’

‘Er …’ hesitated the managing director glaring at the microscopically small print.

‘Merely a formality,’ oozed Whedd.

‘It’s not like you’re signing your life away,’ reassured Hirsuit.

Bharkleed pressed the quill into Naximanda’s hand, crocodile smiling as he watched the latest conned convert scrawl his name next to the cross at the bottom of the sheet. In a flash it was witnessed, countersigned, blown dry and tidied away.

‘You should be very proud of yourself,’ said Hirsuit, smiling with just a few too many teeth. ‘A great moment.’

The three priests, Bharkleed, Hirsuit and Whedd, stood and turned to leave.

‘Is that it?’ asked their latest convert. ‘Aren’t you going to pray for me, or anything?’

‘Er … oh. No. We don’t, er, do that now. Later,’ answered Bharkleed over his indigo shoulder.

‘Oh,’ answered Naximanda looking crestfallen. ‘Not even a few words of wisdom or blessing now. It’s my first time for being born-again, see?’

Whedd swallowed and looked nervously at Bharkleed. Converts shouldn’t ask difficult questions like that. None of the others had.

‘Er. Very well,’ said the Highest Priest, holding his hands out in a gesture of falsely pious blessing. ‘For what we are about to receive, may we not have to wait too long.’

Was it Naximanda’s imagination or did he wink at his colleagues at the end? Imagination, surely.

The six Prayer-Wear booted feet stamped urgently away as the managing director scratched his balding head, thoughtfully listening to the cheerful chanting of the priests. He almost envied them. They sounded so happy. If he’d had more imagination he might have felt they were killing themselves laughing inside and trying furiously not to let it show.

The tiny black and white pig struggled up the long muddy drag of Krill Street, Shirm, accompanied by spontaneous bursts of stifled childish giggling, the like of which is not normally associated with grown-ups. Especially if they are grown-ups of the cloth. It had definitely been a very, very good day and the three High Priests of the Elevated Church of St Lucre the Unwashed were grinning in the back of the pig-shaw with exceptionally unholy expressions of utter smugness, much to the confusion and suspicious unease of the driver.

‘For what we are about to receive …’ spluttered Whedd.

Hirsuit slapped his thigh as he exploded with pent-up mirth. ‘Did you see his face?’ he shrieked. ‘I love it. I love it! The sucker believed you!’

‘Brother Hirsuit,’ said Bharkleed trying to look serious. ‘I do not think we should be discussing important religious matters in such a manner.’ He pointed covertly at the wagging ear of the pig-shaw driver, straining to snatch any of the pearls of gossip being carelessly hurled his way.

Fortunately for him he hadn’t caught any details of the evilly corrupt seeds being liberally sown within the fleshy body of Shirm’s rich and juicy financial centre. Even more fortunate that he hadn’t a clue what havoc would be wrought upon their germination.

If Bharkleed had suspected that the driver knew anything incriminating he would have been a marked man – marked for Blessed Lieutenant Vher-Jah. Within a few short and extremely painful hours a real priest would be administering last rites to a glistening arrangement of most of his major organs. Artistically intriguing but utterly incompatible with life.

Bharkleed licked his gravestone teeth, grinning with relish as he thought of Vher-Jah’s best works of persuasion – the man had such skill with a needle and hacksaw.

Outside of the environs of the panting pig, the driver and the cargo of three men, the population of Shirm lay blissfully ignorant of its impending financial and theological nightmare. This was mainly due to the fact that most of Shirm’s inhabitants were non-human and spent their lives face down in the brackish slurry pit that called itself the River Torpid. And most of the humans were trying to haul them out with vast nets.

Bivalves and gastropods cheerfully gorged themselves with molluscan delight much to the overwhelming happiness of the men with the nets who worked for The Translittoral Mollusc Trading Company. The finest shellfish in the known world were harvested and exported from the whelk fields or drift netted from the vast, open limpet mines of Shirm.

But the three High Priests of The Elevated Church of St Lucre the Unwashed weren’t drawn to Shirm by an overwhelming interest in numbers of shellfish. More a selfish interest in overwhelming numbers. Namely the profits of The Translittoral Mollusc Trading Company.

Tossing the pig-shaw driver three roats* for the journey and patting the sweating pig as they passed, the three passengers headed straight for the bar of the Swagger Inn.

‘Three quarts of Hexenhammer, landlord.’


In a few moments three leather flagons of frothing dark ale appeared before the thirsty priests as they nestled in a dark secluded corner of the Inn.

‘Cheers, men,’ said Bharkleed raising his drink. ‘Damn fine day, eh? Ha ha! More skipping lambs welcomed into our ever expanding fold of conned-verts! Our flock grows daily. How many new sheep are we about to fleece, eh, Brother Shepherd?’

‘Fifteen top-grade clients this afternoon,’ answered Hirsuit cheerfully, counting the clutch of parchments with difficulty in the gloom. ‘All top-grade clients. Nicely fatted, heavy with the burden of far too much profit for their own good.’

‘Excellent, excellent,’ oozed Whedd around another mouthful of Hexenhammer.

‘Let them enjoy their new-found devotion for a little while. Another week of extra profits won’t hurt us,’ said Bharkleed staring into the middle distance of a glisteringly bright, shining future of splendid auric opulence. ‘Drink up, gentlemen! One week and phase two begins!’

As the last few flaggons of Hexenhammer were drained at the end of another undistinguished, drunken evening towards the end of the year 2526,* a bent and tired fossil of a man struggled up a tiny spiral staircase on the far side of Shirm. His crimson slippers’ bells jingled cheerfully, threatening to catch the faded paisley hem of his robe as he headed up for another night of TV.

Would it be a thriller tonight? he wondered, or some news?… bound to be bad news … maybe a mystery? You could never tell with Telechronologic Visions. The future held what the future held.

He took another bite of his cheese sandwich and struggled upwards. It was a battle he waged every night, armed only with a small beaten copper bowl of water, a drip-encrusted tallow candle, his divining licence, a small branch of laurel and hardy determination to see what the ‘Tele’ would show him tonight.

As the arthritic detonations of the prophet’s aged knees vied to outdo the creaks of the not-quite-terminally enbeetled staircase, his ancient rib-cage hacked and coughed violently. Suffocated in the barrage of stale cheesy air the candleflame swooned, gagged, struggled to recover, then died. Swearing profusely and miscounting the number of stairs in the sudden dark he stumbled into the room, staggered over the pine coffin and collapsed in a heap of ink-splattered robes and a hail of curses. Years of nightly practice had finely honed this traditional outburst, giving maximum obscenity for minimum effort. The bowl of water, as it did every night, somehow managed to end up perched, more or less full, on a small three-legged stool and the sandwich spun into a far corner to huddle with some other ageing residents. Several million haemoglobin molecules snatched oxygen from the alveoli of Nostromo Kasein’s panting lungs, like a shoal of wildly gasping catfish in a bloodbath.

He glowered at the coffin. It had been there for years. Tailor-made, silk-lined. He’d even been buried in it. Six times. He was the laughing stock of the Undertaker’s Guild. Every time he walked past the Funeral Parlour he could hear them giggling, could see them pointing at him through the smoked glass. New recruits were sent round to measure him up, some weird initiation or something. Liberty! Cheek! Well, one of these days he would die just to spite them, then they’d be sorry. ‘Who’d have the last laugh then, eh!’ he grumbled to himself through the grey strands of his moustache, and dabbed water on his feet in the strict preparatory ritual he always followed. Quite why he did it he hadn’t the foggiest idea, they never tell you why you do things in the ‘Prophecy for Fun’ correspondence course. In exactly the same way they don’t tell you that you can’t predict the time of your own death. Unless you’ve got a large cliff handy, but that’s cheating. ‘Prophecy for Fun!’ Pah! Such a cheap trick to delay printing the answers to the last test until 3005. He wasn’t going to waste his time scouring the libraries of the future to find out if he’d passed. And what about the title ‘Prophecy for Fun’. Fun! Fun! If they’d so much as glimpsed some of the things he’d seen they wouldn’t call it fun. Three years of witnessing the world explode in a swirling miasmic whirlpool of cosmic wreckage and destruction inside the comfort of your own skull, in full colour, night after night, cannot be described as fun. Grumbling and cursing colourfully as his knees crackled in osseous protest at being folded into a strange squatting position, he swirled the water in the bowl with a long gnarled finger and stared deep inside, like an arthritic heron waiting for a shoal of woefully misguided and careless chubb to offer themselves as a light snack.

It wasn’t long before the water clouded over and swirling messages flooded through Nostromo’s staring eyes, straight into his subconscious.

His hand shot out to one side, tore open a large book, flicked the lid off the ink-pot, twitched, snatched a peacock quill, and began scribbling wildly on the rough parchment surface of the open book. His eyes stared into the bowl, fixed, ignorant of the inky thrashing hand off to their right. How long the scratchy scribbling continued he never knew, but it was deep into the night when the image in the bowl flashed static and shrank into a tiny spot in the centre. Nostromo collapsed in a panting heap, shaking the balding globe of his head, cursing the sharp singing note in his ears.

He stared dazedly at the ink-splattered book, spitting a curse through his broken teeth as he attempted to decifer the calligraphist’s nightmare of twisted letters and shattered vowels. It was no wonder that he had constantly got three out of twenty for presentation. Tonight’s message from the other side was going to take a lot of judicial interpretation and headscratching guesswork.

Now let’s see:


‘When the goatherd stumbles splodge on the key in the pot, the phoenix blob smear will. … in a hail of sandstorms, the eyes of blurrrr the dead drip will see the lo … th … of slosh the ancient blatt hieroglyph and the meek will cover their faces splodge a host of fi … cloaks.’

Or is it:



‘Beyond the splash green floating island drip the red sphere will spin endlessly blob and fore … the yellow orio … power will squirt take the dogs of fortune out of their splat tanks after the gre … blood of the herring sprinkle turns milky.’




Nostromo scratched his head and looked worriedly at the three hundred and twenty five lines of piebald parchment.

A bloody mystery! he swore miserably. I hate mysteries! Especially messy ones. So damned vague. Could mean absolutely anything! Why bother? A whole week of blinking mysteries! Struggle up here, and for what? A shower of ink. Doesn’t do my arthritis any good. What the hell’ve goatherds and floating islands got to do with the future? Bah! I wonder if those whelks I ate at the end of last week were all right. I know I was a bit greedy but … Oh no! Of course! It was the cheese sauce. Too much cheese sauce always gives me nightmares. Bound to be the cheese sauce …

Absently he flicked the parchment page back a few weeks, stared momentarily at the familiar ink pattern, screamed, snatched back to the latest soggy entry, screamed again, louder, and slapped his forehead. A repeat! A mystery and one he’d seen before. That’s the trouble with TV, always repeating bloody mysteries!

Swearing volubly and sucking noisily at his false teeth, Nostromo kicked the coffin, shuffled out of the room and creaked down the stairs.

‘Shan’t pay my licence fee if they don’t buck up their ideas!’ he growled.

The recent period of far less than entirely accurate predictions flowing from the pen of Nostromo Kasein had lasted for far longer than anyone, including himself, could remember. However, this didn’t mean that he wasn’t possessed of the ability to watch TVs.

He would be one of the first to admit that publicly announcing one’s very own imminent death, on six separate and widely differing occasions, did little to enhance one’s reputation for faultlessly accurate foretelling. But – ask any prophet and they’d agree – it is notoriously difficult for anyone, except perhaps a highly determined and very depressed nutter with bare wrists and a glinting razor blade, to predict with any certainty the time of their own demise.

Unfortunately, due to age, overwork and his predisposition toward inhaling the smouldering, mind-expanding fumes of carefully selected dried herbs and ground leaves. Nostromo’s TV reception was less than high definition. It was becoming increasingly difficult to winnow the genuine pearls of prophesorial wisdom from the swine of grunting, spurious ramblings tumbling from a drug-crazed mind close to the brink of senility.

It had been three years ago that he’d first noticed the problem. He couldn’t have chosen a more public time to lose hold of the apron strings of sanity than the after-dinner guest speech of the Ninety-Third Annual Prophet, Mystic and Psychics’ Gala Charity Dinner of 2523. But, then, that’s sanity for you. You take care of it all those years; protecting it from tortuous logic puzzles; shielding it from the Great Unanswerable Questions; running in the opposite direction when someone tries to hand you a small multi-coloured cube and ask you to rearrange it to get all the same colours on each of the faces, for fun!; and what does it go and do? Without a by-your-leave, or if-you-don’t-mind, it ups and buggers off out of your head leaving you gawping at a room full of people staring at you as if you’d just predicted the end of the world.

At least, that’s how Nostromo remembered it.

He shuddered as he recalled it all so vividly.

‘… place that prophecy will hold in the public eye of the future is difficult to foresee,’ he had said over the gentle clinking of the brandy glasses, his voice shakily hollow in the dark wood interior of the cavernous hall, ‘but I’m sure one of you can help.’ He paused and waited for the laugh. It didn’t come. Instead, several large brickbats of hard stony silence were hurled from the floor. He fumbled with his crib notes, swallowed and struggled bravely on. Pretend it wasn’t meant to be funny, he told himself unconvincingly. It’s the only way!

‘Of course, without doubt the single most important factors are, er, is, factors is the essential ability to communicate effectively …’ Help! ‘… with the general public …’ I don’t like this game anymore … ‘to bring about a greater understanding. Er, oh. Of the relevence of prophecy.’

It was then that it really started. Out of the corner of his eyes a pale green flashing began, as if someone was trying to attract his attention with an intermittent glow-worm on a stick. Then more joined in, glinting geometrically.

Uh-oh! he panicked, recalling what he had just eaten. Cheese, garlic, coffee, red wine and … chocolate. Ahhhhhg! Migraine!

He squinted at his notes but the flashing lights ploughed viridian furrows across his field of view, expanding, forming green glowing letters on his retina, spelling out words – a prophetic autocue …

‘Latest update on End of World. Stop. Third August two forty. Stop.’ He blurted in bewildered panic.

The Master of Ceremonies looked up from his brandy in alarm. This wasn’t in the speech. He shouldn’t be ad-libbing! Other guest prophets looked up from their after-dinner mints.

‘Water rising uncontrollably. Stop. Stone trolls in market. Stop.’ Confusion and alarm wrestled with Nostromo’s forehead as the glow-words flashed at him. A migraine had never done that before. ‘Atmospheric conflagration spreading. Stop. Plague. Stop.’

Suddenly the Master of Ceremonies realised what was going on. It was a prediction! A vision … and it sounded bad.

‘Famine. Stop.’

The End of the World as we know it! His chair exploded backwards as he leapt to his feet, lurching for Nostromo’s talking head. The third of August! It was August next month!

‘White rabbit panicking. Stop. Alarm at lateness of hour. Stop.’

The Master of Ceremonies grabbed Nostromo’s shoulder, whirled him round and stared into his unfocused eyes. ‘When?’ he screamed.

‘Third August. Stop.’

‘What year? Dammit man, what year?’ he barked, ‘This year? 2523?’ His face was pale with panic. His strawberry mousse eagerly rising in his stomach.

‘Confirm year. Query. Stop.’ mumbled Nostromo.

‘Yes, dammit! Confirm year!’

‘Third August …’

‘I know that! Year, year!’

‘… Stop. Ten thirty nine. Stop.’

‘Is that year or time?’

‘Time two forty. Stop. Year ten thirty nine. Stop.’

The Master of Ceremonies shook Nostromo and swore colourfully. His strawberry mousse settled back to gently disgesting.

A few of the more-intoxicated members of the audience giggled hysterically as they heard this. Ten thirty nine! That was over fourteen hundred years ago. What the hell was this guy playing at? Predicting the end of the world fourteen and a bit centuries after the event! The panic evaporated suddenly, transforming itself into a cloud of startled anger directed accusingly at the perpetrator of the hoax.

Nostromo’s vision was returning to normal as he rubbed his eyes and tried to recall where he was and what he was supposed to be doing. It was then that he noticed the malevolent look of do-you-take-us-all-to-be-idiots on the crowd’s face.

He turned and ran …

Shaking in a cold sweat, three years later, he sat bolt upright in bed, clutching at his stomach.

‘Bad dreams!’ he whimpered. ‘It must be the cheese sauce.’

Bugs in the dairy topping may have been responsible for Nostromo’s bout of acute intestine-knotting flatulence; it’s pretty unlikely, though, that a clump of rowdy Escherichia coli, no matter how furiously they flapped their flagellae and leapt around, could have had anything to do with what happened next.

Suddenly and very unexpectedly, the way things like this are wont to occur in novels, a memory chip of that Dinner shot out of the past, into his skull, avoiding his pituitary gland and buried itself in the clump of cells and stringy neurons that was his atrophied logic centre. It was only then, as he scratched his thinly thatched head, that a very peculiar, feeling overcame him. A feeling that, after all these years of missing the Bleeding Obvious’s highly unsubtle clues and grossly overemphasised hints, it had finally got fed up, exhausted, or both, and had just this instant yelled the answer in his ear, accompanied by banks of blasting sirens and retina-burning neons.

Nostromo Kasein felt extremely embarrassed. He’d heard that TV dulled the brain but … Terror ripped the bedclothes off as he leapt from bed and snatched a large book off a nearby shelf. Rifling wildly through it he came to the entry on the Froulian Calendar System. He stifled a squeal, rolled his eyes into his forehead and counted backwards on his fingers. Then stopped, clamped his hands around his head and screamed.

It was times like these that made the privileged gift of prophecy at once gloriously exciting, fantastically fulfilling and highly likely to cause stomach ulcers, heart palpitations, hot flushes and fifteen or so other stress-related illnesses. All at once.

He shivered as he swore. It was two o’clock in the morning; it was dark; he knew the exact timing of the end of civilisation … and he was wearing pyjamas.

Just beyond the edge of the River Torpid, in the cold predawn shadow of Mount Annatack, a small camp of men nestled. That is if eighty-five twenty-stone weightlifters, each sporting eight days’ growth of beard, body odour and beer breath to match could be described as nestling. They had pitched camp late last night, and it showed. Weary after an all-day route march across leagues of cryptically marked wilderness, following the High Priest’s Guidance, the exhausted gang had tossed tents on to the side of the hill, posted second-class guards and collapsed into a heap of snoring torpor.

If anyone had been brave enough, or sufficiently nasally compromised, to enter the camp and poke about beneath a random selection of covers it would have made interesting peeking. Boxes of highly coloured and beautifully printed parchments lay next to sacks of gold, candelabra rubbed wicks with pearls of chandeliers, and ornately carved onyx Mah J’hreen sets rattled gently next to exquisitely glued-together shell animals. A typical week’s Offerings from the Devotees of the Church of St Lucre the Unwashed.

Within a matter of hours, under the iron fist of Blessed Lieutenant Vher-Jah, this snoring camp would be a humming hive of activity as the parchment presses rolled once more into action stocking up on Certificates of Unquestioning Belief, readying the Envoy for the Great Conversion of Shirm.

Glistening and snaking like a predatory pinkish moray-eel out for the kill, the Lord Mayor’s tongue flapped in concentration as he focused on the small pitted sphere before him. His mind was a blur of sluggish maths as he attempted to calculate its trajectory. Shuffling in uneasy adjustments, his thumbs interlocking around the raised club’s handle, he glared in defiance at the distant bucket. Returning his gaze to the ball, and holding it fixed there as if to pin the object to the vast expanse of green floor-covering, he swung the club in as even an arc as he could muster.

At that instant the door was flung open and the stork-like figure of the Clerk flapped in backwards, tripped and was mown into the municipal green shag-pile by a panic-ridden prophet. The Lord Mayor turned in mid-stroke, concentration shattered, and screamed as the unpleasant sound of tortured verdant carpet was delicately counterpointed by the croquet ball’s sibilant exit through a stained-glass cherub’s navel.

‘My handicap!’ wailed His Worship, Wert Greadly, the eighty-seventh Lord Mayor of Shirm.

‘Your worship, I, er …’ squeaked the Clerk from the floor.

‘How many times have I told you to knock!’ shouted the oleaginous civic leader turning rapidly red in the face.

‘It wasn’t my fault. I …’ pleaded the Clerk as the Mayor advanced, his club penduluming menacingly.

‘Do you care about my handicap!’ snarled Wert Graedly. ‘All those weeks of extra training, wasted! Back to hoop one! You do realise it’s the Glenperegrine Croquet Open next month …?’

‘Yes, your civility, I …’

‘… and Salivary Ballustrade will be there. You do realise that? Don’t you?’

‘Yes, your complaisance …’

‘Then why didn’t you observe Shirm Council Directive three five eight stroke six?’

‘Sir?’

‘Do I have to remind you every time? Knock!’

‘But, your Worship …’

‘Ahem.’ Nostromo tapped his foot irritably and cleared his throat.

‘It was him!’ squeaked the Clerk pointing desperately at the prophet.

‘This elongated stick-insect of yours told me to wait,’ snapped Nostromo, stomping forward and waving an arthritic thumb over his bony shoulder. ‘Wait. Wait! As if there was enough time!’

‘Shirm Council Directive two five six stroke eight a) clearly states …’ began Mayor Greadly attempting to rub several doses of the linament of local office into his frayed nerves.

‘Don’t you talk to me about bleeding Council Directives!’ shrieked the irate prophet. ‘Unless you’ve got one outlining how to panic at the End of the World. Eh?’

The Clerk winced as he stood and dusted a string of footprints off the front of his cloak.

‘Mr Kasein,’ urged the Mayor. ‘Nothing was ever achieved by getting angry.’

‘No? How d’you win wars, then?’

‘Well, that’s different … I mean …’

‘Strategy,’ interjected the Clerk, removing another dusty heelmark from a very delicate region.

‘Yes, yes!’ agreed the cellulitic dignitary. ‘But we’re not at war so …’

‘Soon will be if you don’t stop blabbering and listen!’ snapped Nostromo, circling his fists in the air. ‘I’m not here for the good of my health, you know. It’s urgent!’

‘I’m sure it is, but do you have to be so, er, abrasive?’

‘Would you listen to me if I wasn’t? Eh?’

‘But, of course. Your opinions are always readily received in this office. Shirm Council Directive six three three,’ fibbed the Mayor through clenched teeth. The Clerk’s mouth fell open at the shock of such a barefaced lie. Just wait till the Minister of Leisure heard that one, he thought.

‘So how come I always seem to end up being frog-marched out of here between two nasty big …’

‘Aha, aha,’ hawked Mayor Greadly making the attempt at genuine amusement sound like a cat with a particularly stubborn fur-ball. ‘A misunderstanding. Won’t happen again.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise,’ oozed Wert, convinced he was winning.

The Clerk shifted uneasily, feeling like the private who wants to put his fingers in his ears in case the bomb he’s holding happens to go off unexpectedly.

‘Now, what were you in such a rush to tell us?’ asked the Mayor.

Nostromo looked into the piggy eyes and said simply, ‘There won’t be any Croquet Open next month.’

‘What? Why not?’

‘Simple. There won’t be a next month.’

‘…!’

‘There won’t even be a next week.’

‘Oh. Ha ha. Very good. You nearly got me there. This is another one of your end of the world things again, isn’t it? When’s it due this time? One thousand four hundred and eighty seven years ago?’

‘Tomorrow!’ snarled Nostromo cringing. ‘It came to me last night.’

‘Another vision?’

‘A dream. It cleared up my prophecy!’

‘It gets worse!’ protested the Mayor. ‘I shouldn’t really ask, but what did it tell you?’

‘Ten thirty nine is the right year! 1039 OG*!’ squealed Nostromo.

‘Oh, come on. We haven’t used that for …’ Suddenly Wert Greadly’s face went ashen. ‘Nearly one and a half thousand …’

‘One thousand four hundred and eighty seven years,’ interrupted Nostromo. ‘I’m right. Two forty on the third of August ten thirty nine. Tomorrow!’

‘Rubbish. This is just a cheap publicity stunt.’ The Mayor strolled over to the wall and yanked on a long red bell cord.

‘What are you doing?’ protested Nostromo. ‘You said you’d listen.’

‘To opinions,’ snapped Wert Greadly imperiously. ‘Not the insane ravings of a publicity starved impoverished prophet …’

‘Hear, hear!’ chorused the Clerk.

‘… especially when I have important business to attend to,’ he finished, stamping down the frayed divot of shag-pile and eyeing up a new ball.

‘There’s no point! You won’t get to play!’ squealed Nostromo hysterically.

It was hopeless. In a moment the door swung open and two enormous guards lurched in, knuckles inches from the floor. ‘You rang, m’Lord?’

‘Ah yes. Him. Out.’

The bouncer paused as the complex instructions filtered through far too many inches of skull, then he nodded, then grunted and then moved forward. Parallel processing was several generations above him on the evolutionary tree.

‘You’ll be sorry,’ protested the prophet as he was forcibly hauled out of the council chambers between the two neanderthals.

‘Er, guard. Slap,’ called the Mayor as the door closed.

‘Two thirty three,’ screamed the hoarse throat of Nostromo. ‘You’ll see. Mark my words. It’ll happen just like I said, tomorrow’ll be the last … Hey, why are you stopping. Oh no, no. No! … Oowwwww! What d’you do that for … that’s human rights abuse, that is … I’d see my lawyer if I thought it was worth it … owww.’

Wert Greadly’s pink anguilliform tongue wriggled once more at the corner of his moist mouth as he lined up on the white sphere.

Some people will go to any lengths to ruin my training, he thought. What will they come up with next? The Lord Mayor swung his club.

A transient wave of sweet satisfaction coursed through the struggling body of Nostromo Kasein as a brief shower of glass was followed by the sound of screaming, pounding fists and a Clerk’s forehead being forcibly and repeatedly pummelled against municipal green floor-covering.

Nostromo Kasein spat as he dragged himself out of a heap of boxes, broken barrels and comprehensive selection of far less than savoury piscine entrails.

‘Idiots!’ he screamed at the receding backs of the Shirman Municipal Bouncers. ‘This is the last day! Don’t you understand? The End of Civilisation?’ He kicked at a barrel and winced as he stubbed his toe.

The bouncers disappeared around the end of the alley.

The End of Civilisation! thought Nostromo angrily, they wouldn’t even know where it began!

In a second Nostromo vowed not to be caught fiddling about while the world burned. He wasn’t going out with a whimper, caught with his trousers down … unless. Hmmm, there was always that gorgeous brunette at the end of Krill Street. Hah! Go out with a bang! With her thinking it was me making the earth move! At my age?

No, he thought. If oblivion was out to get him, oblivion was what he’d get. He could hear several unopened bottles of Jag’d Anyuls crying for him. And if there’s one thing that the prospect of being dead in the morning has the unerring ability to hone to perfection, then that’s the ability to drink yourself utterly stupid.

‘All right, you know what to do?’ whispered Bharkleed twitching with excitement in the corridor around the corner from the Managing Director’s office of the Translittoral Mollusc Trading Company. The other two High Priests nodded enthusiastically.

‘Whedd, ready with your “vision”?’

The oily figure grinned, rolled his pupils up into the top of his eyelids and shook violently.

‘Uurgh! Disgusting! Okay, that’s great,’ croaked the Fervently Exalted One. ‘Let’s go!’

Ignoring the protests of the secretary, caught off guard by a particularly stubborn cuticle which just wouldn’t reveal her half moon, the three High Priests burst into Len Mulus’ office.

‘Are you ready for the next life?’ demanded the one in the indigo robes.

‘What?’

‘Do you have your post-mortal future secured?’

‘Miss Prision, do these gentlemen have an appointment?’ called the MD.

‘Do the forces from beyond book appointments?’ snapped Bharkleed.

‘Well, I suppose …’

‘I can’t seem to find one in the diary, sir,’ squeaked Miss Prision, her disembodied voice floating around the doorframe apologetically. ‘It could be a mistake, sir.’

‘I don’t pay you to make mistakes.’

‘A sign of human weakness,’ interrupted Bharkleed. ‘A trait common to us all.’

‘Well, I … more common to some than others,’ countered Len Mulus from behind his desk.

‘A very prophetic answer,’ smirked Bharkleed.

‘Why, you! … I thought it was rather good. How dare you come in here and start insulting me!’

‘No, no, sir. It was a wise answer, very apposite.’

‘Apposite to what? What’re you on about?’

Hirsuit stifled a snigger.

Bharkleed took a deep breath and mentally smoothed the wrinkled boxershorts of his concentration, ‘The next life,’ he answered. ‘That’s what I’m on about. What happens after the end of the world? Tell me, are you in a position to enjoy the advantages of immortality to its full? And have you thought of how you will pay for it?’

‘Pay for it? You don’t pay for it! I run a pension scheme. Other people pay for it!’

‘Wrong!’ chimed Bharkleed. ‘Never heard of the Internal Market of the NHS*? Hmmm? And what the fuel bills for the Fires of Torment? Accommodation? Oh, and don’t forget your entry visa.’

‘You saying you’ve got to pay if you want to pop your clogs?’

‘Not as such, no. The actual cessation of normal animatory, cognitive and locomotory capabilities are entirely complimentary. Death’s free. It’s the bits afterwards that cost. Especially when places are at a premium.’ Bharkleed could feel Len Mulus’ interest growing. He could sense a question blossoming.

‘Eh?’

It didn’t quite have the inquisitorial edge that he had hoped for, but it was a start.

‘Supply and demand! During times of peak demand, such as holocaust, plague, war, the End of the world etcetera,’ Bharkleed explained, turning a chair round and folding his arms over the back of it as he sat facing the managing director, ‘prices have an unfortunate tendency to move in an upward direction, leaving only those with the good foresight to be affiliated with the more lucratively furnished investment churches. Those in the position to enjoy to the full the new-found opportunities and experiences which this situation reveals.’ He sat back and waited for the next interrogative thrust.

‘But …’

Bharkleed held his breath. There was more, he knew there was more.

‘… what’s that got to do with me?’ finished Len.

Bingo!

‘I’m so glad you asked that.’ And he was. ‘Are you entirely certain that your time of departure will not coincide with that of a great many others? Statistically it is far more likely it will. In which case those with a fully enfranchised Certificate of Unquestioning Belief will reap immediate benefit in terms of transfer reservation, appartment selection and postmortem share management. Yes! Believe with the Elevated Church of St Lucre the Unwashed and your mortal savings will keep you far beyond your final retirement. Join today. You know it makes sense!’

‘Well it certainly sounds fine … but,’ began Len.

Bharkleed nodded and made a small gesture behind him.

At the given signal His Emmolient, Whedd the Most Lubricious whimpered gently at the back of the room, swayed a little and placed his hand to his sweating forehead. Len Mulus looked up in alarm. ‘He all right?’ he asked Bharkleed.

‘Oh dear.’

Whedd rolled his pupils up into his eyelids and moaned a little louder, twitching once or twice for added realism.

‘What’s ’e doing?’

‘I am most terribly sorry. Our Brother has these turns on occasions. It will pass, I assure you.’

‘What’s up with ’im? Is it catching?’ asked Len as Hirsuit loosened the robes around Whedd’s cellulitic neck.

‘Oh no, no. It’s simply a vision, that’s all.’

‘Wha—?’

‘It’s coming!’ shouted Whedd, suddenly cutting across Len’s question. ‘The end. The end is nigh!’

‘It’s time!’ said Bharkleed in an awestruck voice.

‘Time? Time for what?’ panicked Len, quite unsure why.

‘His vision of the end,’ explained Bharkleed, staring at Len’s worried face, gauging his reaction. ‘We all have one vision of the end.’

Whedd’s eyes rolled feverishly. ‘No!’ he cried. ‘Not so soon. We need more time to prepare them. Give us longer!’

‘How long?’ asked Hirsuit shaking Whedd in apparent genuine concern.

‘Not enough,’ groaned Whedd. ‘Not long enough.’

Bharkleed pulled a large parchment document out of a pocket inside his robes and laid it on the desk in front of Len Mulus. The managing director’s eyes were bulging with alarm as he watched the writhing High Priest in the throes of his ‘vision’. A quill, freshly inked and ready for use, mysteriously appeared in Len’s hand.

‘How long?’ yelled the MD. ‘Tell me how long? I’ve got orders to fill!’ Bharkleed’s eyes lit up. Orders mean money.

‘Twenty-two …’ squirmed Whedd.

Bharkleed positioned Len’s hand carefully over the dotted line.

‘Years?’ he fretted.

‘Twenty-two …’

‘Weeks?’ His hand quivered.

‘Twenty to three tomorrow,’ blurted Whedd, thrashing madly before collapsing on the floor. Before he had hit the deck, Len’s hand was already scribbling a scratchy signature on the parchment Certificate of Unquestioning Belief. A second later he had grabbed Bharkleed’s hand in both of his and was shaking it with important earnestness as though there was no tomorrow, which in fact he believed was the case. ‘You’ve saved me!’ he cried. ‘Saved me from eternal suffering. Thankyou, thankyou!’ And with that he fled from the room to preach the news of the impending disaster to the rest of Shirm, to the rest of Froul, to the rest of the World whilst there still was a world capable of listening.

Bharkleed grinned and placed the Translittoral Mollusc Trading Company’s bulging order book into his robe pocket.

Len Mulus’ frantic apostolic exit, much to the absolute confusion of Miss Prision, was followed swiftly by a peal of raucous laughter and a clatter of chummily congratulatory back-slapping.

The blue touchpaper of Phase Two had been lit and was fizzing frantically towards the powder keg of victory.

Nostromo was half-way down his second bottle of Jag’d Anyuls and well on course for oblivion before he heard the screams through the dull alcoholic haze. Throwing his hands over his head and lurching for the window he yelled at the placard-waving madman in the street below.

‘Ghowwawway!’ he slurred raising the bottle.

The man spun round and yelled something incomprehensible about something ending.

‘Theywohntbeleevyuh!’ bawled Nostromo. ‘Theydint-beleevemeeee.’

Still the voice ranted away.

‘Shyutupangoawayy!’ cried the prophet and launched the now-empty second bottle out of the window.

In the street outside of Nostromo’s house a small ex-managing director ran madly about with a large hastily scribbled placard declaring:

THE END OF
THE WOLD
IS NYE

If, as has been suggested, language is indeed a virus then the virulent strain released that night by the High Priests of the Elevated Church of St Lucre the Unwashed was an immensely contagious one. Showing all the characteristics of a particularly nasty dose of herpes, it spread in seconds, homing in on vulnerable old women, fish-wives and gossips, setting their tongues wagging, infecting the gullible. By subtly altering its outer mask of lies with every reinfection, highlighting ear-pricking facts, introducing corroborative hearsay into its array of fiction it grew in strength, shunning the vaccines of categorical denial aimed its way, exponentially spreading the news of the end of the world.

And significantly enhancing the rate of conversion of followers pledging their faith and wordly goods to the safe-keeping of Bharkleed, Hirsuit and Whedd. Just as the High Priests had intended.

As the supposed final ever sunset burned into the blackness of night, half a dozen uniformed Shirman Municipal Bouncers stomped to the front of a heaving throng outside the Town Hall, parted and let through the furiously sweating figure of Mayor Greadly.

Something was happening. And he had to know what it was. Anything that could get this many voters together was worth knowing about. A bandwagon to be leapt upon or an uprising to be quelled? – he didn’t care as long as it won votes! Keeping yourself in the public eye, that was all that mattered!

He greeted the travelling ministers, listened, turned pale, rallied well and in a news-worthy flurry of quill feathers leapt into the torrent of public opinion, instantly signing his very own personal Certificate of Unquestioning Belief. Inside he was gutted – no Glenperegrine Croquet Open. And after all those extra lessons!

Bharkleed’s evil heart leapt around the walls of Shirm, cavorting and waving victorious arteries in a impromptu lap of honour, thrilling as Mayor Greadly signed and failed, as had all the others before him, to read Clause 7. Mind you, it wasn’t too surprising since Clause 7 was in fact printed in beige letters, one sixteenth of an inch high, on the back of the Certificate. For the first time in his official life, Mayor Greadly’s action actually gave the general populace a feeling of confidence. Within seconds, the Shirman Municipal Bouncers had stamped their thumbprints on dotted lines. Within hours eighteen long hundreds of pheasant quills had been worn to the quick by the droves of desperate Shirmans racing the approaching deadline, wrenching brightly coloured parchments from rapidly diminishing piles and hysterically thanking the crocodile smiling High Priests.
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